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ABSTRACT
A SOULFUL EGG CAN BREAK A ROCK: A CASE STUDY OF A SOUTH KOREAN
SOCIAL MOVEMENT LEADER’S RHETORIC
MAY 2016
EUNSOOK SUL, B.A., EHWA WOMANS UNIVERSITY IN S. KOREA
M.A., STATE UNIVERSITY OF ALASKA, FAIRBANKS
Ph.D., UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS AMHERST
Directed by: Professor Leda Cooks
This dissertation introduces and analyzes Ven. Hyemoon’s rhetoric emanating from
his leadership of the civic group, the Committee for the Return of Korean Cultural
Property in South Korea. On the surface, he seems focused on retrieving cultural artifacts,
pillaged by the Japanese colonial invasion. His work, upon deeper analysis, emerges to be
about regaining a Korean cultural and national identity that is historically grounded,
civically engaged and morally reflective.
This study is informed by multiple theories (i.e., framing, narrative, social
semiotics, critical geography, rhetoric, and social movement) to examine aspects of a
phenomenon in depth – involving nationalism, social movement, rhetoric, repatriation,
colonialism, and cultural resources – that work together to dissect or dismantle the
complex construction of meanings and processes of specific social movement rhetoric.
The central focus is on the examination of Hyemoon’s discursive construction of what it
means to be authentic Koreans within the context of South Korea situated within a postcolonial, post-cold war, and post-democratizing movement as well as within global
capitalism.
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The primary focus is on how historical, cultural, and moral landscapes mediated by
Korean cultural artifacts are constructed and represented to the public in Hyemoon’s
rhetoric and performance. In particular, the ways in which Korean collective-identity
landscapes are depicted by relating cultural artifacts to specific places in history is
considered. Moreover, the study examines discursive and performative practices and
strategies that Hyemoon has adopted and developed to construct and represent his
message by using linguistic, visual, and other material signs and symbols.
Each chapter explores Hyemoon’s discourse by adopting different theories and
focusing on specific events. The study concludes that Hyemoon’s discourse and
performance appeals to the Korean public, engaging this audience in associating
particular cultural assets with experiential, historic, and social collective memory. Most
importantly, he reframes the meaning of cultural artifacts while also searching for
cultural assets in terms of morality and civic agency. By offering a new interpretive
framework, this work also finds that Hyemoon’s activism is effective in specific historic,
political contexts of South Korea, in particular during the extension of the previous
democratization social movement that had become quiescent.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION
1.1

Overview
This dissertation is motivated by a lingering and bothersome question that I have

had since 2013, which occurred in a Chinese restaurant, in Chinatown, in Boston. It was
immediately after a meeting with the Museum of Fine Arts, Boston (MFA) staff. The
winter wind in Boston was cold, which may have aggravated the frustration of our group
which was composed of Hyemoon, myself, and five other members of the Committee for
the Return of Korean Cultural Property (CRKCP). We were frustrated and sad because it
had been confirmed that the MFA would not continue negotiations regarding the Sarira
Reliquary, despite the quite promising progress achieved in the previous meetings
between the MFA and our group.
We criticized the South Korean government as soon as we sat down in the
restaurant, accusing our government of refusing the museum’s offer. At one point, as a
result of our civic group’s efforts, the MFA was considering to return the contents kept
inside the Reliquary, Sarira (sacred relic to Buddhist) and support us in making a replica
of the Reliquary (ancient and sacred object). However, later, the South Korean
government officially rejected the offer, which was the reason that the MFA did not want
to open up the case again, even with us. When I expressed my regret, I got very
emotional and shed tears. At that moment, Hyemoon told us that we did not fail and that
the retrieval would be successful because of the efforts of all of us who were there at the
MFA that day.
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At that time, I did not take Hyemoon’s words seriously. However, as time passed,
it became a Koan (paradoxical riddle in Buddhism) to me. I could not understand how
that perceived failure was evaluated not as a failure, but rather as a sign of potential
future success. In that sense, I can say that this dissertation is partially a result of the
process of my pursuit of that answer. Throughout this dissertation, I explore how
Hyemoon demonstrates that the most fundamental thing he has wanted to achieve in his
social movement activism is to raise awareness of and attention to de-colonialization
issues and what discursive strategy he has utilized to achieve such an aim.
In order to show Hyemoon’s discursive moves, I delve into four major events.
Following this introduction, the second chapter explains how his activities are situated in
the social movement history of South Korea. The third chapter deals with the Naewonam
land litigation that demonstrates how he framed a small scale conflict as a critical
national concern and with the larger issue of decolonization and mobilization of people to
participate in actions. The fourth chapter examines the Uigwe (royal text of
Joseon/Chosun dynasty) retrieval that focuses on how Hyemoon used framing and
storytelling as effective discursive strategies to draw attention to the issue of repatriation
as a colonial aftermath. The fifth chapter analyzes the rectification of various semiotic
symbols that shows how Hyemoon connected problematic representations of Korean
words to a reflection of the present national identity in post-colonial era. Chapter Six
explores a Buddhist ritual and performance involving a Buddhist ritual instrument that
examines how Hyemoon represented his stance about the issue of unification. The final
chapter presents the discussion and conclusion. In the remainder of this introduction, I
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will discuss (1) the introduction of Hyemoon and the CRKCP, and (2) my position in the
research. First, I begin with two news reports about Hyemoon and his activities.
On August 10, 2010, a headline in The Korea Times read: “Uigwe [Records of
Royal Court Rituals and State Protocol of Joseon Kingdom (1392-910)] return results
from civic groups efforts.” The article went on to report about Japanese Prime Minister
Naoto Kan’s decision to return these royal protocols to Republic of Korea (henceforth
South Korea or S. Korea), with his apology statement, to mark the 100th year since
Japan’s forced annexation of Korea in 1910. In the entire fourteen paragraphs of the news
report, only two people were quoted. In the second paragraph, Kim Ui-jeong, the head of
the Joseon Dynasty Uigwe Recovery Committee (URC), was mentioned as saying, “it is
the result of civic groups’ efforts to retrieve the lost treasures.” In the third paragraph,
Ven. Hyemun1 General Director of the Committee, was quoted: “The return of the Uigwe
means more than an apology from the Japanese Prime Minister. The recovery of the
treasure as a landmark will help the two countries develop a relationship based on
understanding and friendship” (Chung A., 2010).
On March 15, 2014, News 9 of South Korea’s oldest and best known station, the
Korean Broadcasting System2 reported about other national treasures: “The national seal
and royal seal used in the Joseon Dynasty are kept in the United States. They were stolen
during the Korean War. A petition movement was begun, requesting President Obama to

1

Hyemoon himself prefers to use “Hyemoon” but his name is often presented as “Hyemun” in media
reports.

2

Korean Broadcasting System started in 1961, which is the oldest national public TV station. According to
2009 survey done by Korea Press Foundation, Korean Broadcasting Service (52.4%) is the top in both
influence and reliability. News 9 is broadcasted at prime time, 9 o’clock p.m.
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bring them when he visits Korea next month.” A dispatch reporter in Washington D.C.
went on in the broadcast to explain the historic value of the items and why they were kept
by Homeland Security, followed by footage of Ven. Hyemoon giving a lecture to
Korean-Americans in New York City. The reporter described the petition movement that
was carried on by Ven. Hyemoon and Korean-American communities using the official
White House website. Ven. Hyemoon said in this talk, “Let us demand that the American
president bring back the Korean emperor’s seal that disappeared in the Korean War, to
developed Korea after 60 years” (KBS News 9, 2014).
This dissertation introduces and provides an analysis of Ven. Hyemoon’s rhetoric
as a leader of the civic group, the Committee for the Return of Korean Cultural Property
(CRKCP). I present the above two news reports to illustrate how Ven. Hyemoon
(hereafter referred to as Hyemoon) has been presented to the South Korean public and
how he presents his ideas via the mass media. These days, the constant involvement of
Hyemoon, known as the “guardian of cultural properties” for his repatriation of Korean
cultural properties, is not new to the Korean public (Kim Gabsik, 2015). Since 2006,
these actions and achievements have been covered frequently by various media platforms
in South Korea, and sometimes in North Korea and Japan as well. Despite the public’s
attraction to and interest in Hyemoon’s spectacular achievement of retrieving national
treasures, such acts of repatriation comprise one of several activities that he undertakes as
part of his deep connection with the decolonization (Fanon, 1967; Ngugi wa Thiong'o,
1986) and democratization efforts in Korea.
More specifically, this research examines Hyemoon’s rhetoric concerning the ideal
national identity of the Korean people as agentive citizens whose goals are to remove
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colonial vestiges, make their society more democratized, and cooperate in the unification
of the two Koreas. The particular focus in this study is on how historical, cultural, and
moral landscapes mediated by Korean cultural artifacts are constructed and represented to
the public in Hyemoon’s rhetoric and performance. In particular, the ways in which
Korean collective-identity-landscapes are depicted by relating cultural artifacts to specific
places in history will be considered. Moreover, the study will examine discursive and
performative practices and strategies that Hyemoon has adopted and developed to
construct and represent his message by using linguistic, visual, along with material signs
and symbols. The study also focuses on how Hyemoon’s communicative practices and
performances evoke and index the Korean collective identity of the past colonial rule
toward building a normative ideal national identity among contemporary S. Korean
citizens.
In explorations of social movement rhetoric, Ott (2011) proposes that rhetorical
critics need to attend to the “situatedness” of rhetoric within cultural, built or virtual
environments, as well as within the flow of both local and global information. Despite the
challenges in describing and analyzing rhetoric that is complicatedly situated along sociopolitical, cultural, moral, and religious dimensions in S. Korea, I am aligned with this
idea and thus aim to contextualize Hyemoon’s rhetoric in terms of its “situatedness.” In
order to describe and analyze his rhetoric, it is fundamental to see how the present is
interlocked with the earlier history of S. Korean society, such as the colonial past, the
separation into two Koreas, and the relationship between the two countries from the time
of this separation. Most of all, the historicity of social movements in S. Korea will be
explored in order to situate Hyemoon’s activism and rhetoric.

5

Informed by Ott, this study therefore will identify: (1) how Hyemoon utilizes
media platforms in terms of delivering his social activist messages to the public; thus, I
will examine (2) how he represents his activities through utilizing various means of
linguistic, visual, and performance with specific attention paid to (3) how Hyemoon
employs cultural, historical, political, moral and religious resources to embody his values,
beliefs and attitudes about an ideal collective Korean identity and society. At a metalevel, I will examine (4) the discourses with which Hyemoon constructs national identity
related to places, especially mediated by a particular cultural artifact as a symbol of these
sites. More specifically, I will examine the ways in which a particular symbol is
implicated in the collective memory of past events, time (past, present, future), place
(colonized, liberated, divided, united), sensory-emotive appeal, and identity (collective,
national, cultural, ethnic, moral). (5) I will take into consideration how his discourse and
discursive strategy are couched within the historicity of the social movements in S.
Korea, in its historic and political relationships with neighboring countries as well as in
the contexts of worldwide globalization and neo-liberalism in the post-colonial era.
This study hence is at the intersection of many topics: social movement, postcolonial decolonization, restitution of cultural assets, and national identity. I strive to see
what has not been looked at in depth as yet in previous social movement studies in terms
of using various theories including framing, narrative, semiotics, and visual with rhetoric
aspects of social movements in contemporary texts and time.
Compared to the majority of post-colonial studies that examine ex-Western
imperialistic countries in Africa, Latin America, and Asia, this study looks at colonial
experience in terms of Japanese imperialism. In the former studies, “race” – in the sense
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of a phenotype as a significant ideological means to control colonial subjectivity –is
thoroughly addressed and examined (Grosfoguel, 2002; Quijano, 2000). Unlike most excolonized and ex-colonizing countries, there was no distinctive difference in race
(phenotype) between Japanese and Koreans; therefore Japanese imperialists utilized other
cultural features such as traditional religion, philosophy, language, and social customs as
means of subjugating and controlling Korean subjectivity as inferior. This study will shed
some light on how such colonial control of discursive oppression – particularly about the
mother tongue – has affected post-colonial Korean subjectivity and how social movement
activists (re)articulate this subjectivity for the purpose of mobilization.
This study has the potential to contribute to the field of social movement study in
that the civic groups rarely have been studied in terms of their aims for repatriating
cultural assets for social change. Finally, this dissertation will examine how national,
ethnic, and cultural identities reflect, constitute, and construct meanings of national
cultural assets and place.
1.2

Primary Data
The primary source of data is comprised of: (1) four books by Hyemoon (Uigwe:

Lost treasures of Joseon, 2011; Talking about dispossessed cultural properties, 2012a;
How are you? Yi Sun-sin, 2012b; and Killing Joseon, 2009); (2) Hyemoon’s essay
postings on the main website of the Committee for the Return of Korean Cultural
Property (CRKCP) (http://caro.or.kr/); (3) his personal blog
(http://blog.naver.com/doorskyj); and (4) mass-media coverage about Hyemoon and the
CRKCP in newspapers, news-magazines, YouTube, and radio and TV programs between
August 2005 and March 2015. As secondary data, I will use my ethnographic
observations from the times when I worked as an interpreter for Hyemoon in the Museum
7

of Fine Arts, Boston on three occasions over the course of four years. Another set of data
includes audio-recordings that I collected from conducting a 120-minute interview in
2011 and a 90-minuute interview in 2013 with Hyemoon.
1.3

Notes on Romanization, Translation and Photos
In this dissertation, I adopt the official Korean government’s Romanization

system presented in 2000, as a basic means to represent Korean names of people,
organizations, geographic places, books and mass media outlets such as newspapers and
broadcast stations. There are several variations or exceptions, however, beyond following
the strict rules laid out by the system. In the case of personal names, if they are well
known figures, I prefer to use those that are well-circulated publically (e.g., former
president names, social leaders). In the case of authors, I select the spelling used in their
own publications, even in those cases where the spelling is different from the official
Romanization rule. Most importantly, when translating personal names, I prefer to use
popularly used last names.
The same principle applies to the names or titles of organizations, groups,
institutions, events, books, mass media outlets, media programs, and articles in books or
journals. In the case where there is an official English title of their own translation, I
respect these titles. However, in those instances where I cannot find officially translated
English titles, I use my own translation.
In the case of translation of the content of books, newspapers, broadcasts, if the
original content is written in English (even if circulated mainly inside Korea), I still use
these translations (e.g., newspapers and publications written in English) as they are.
However, if there are only Korean representations, I use my own translation.
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Lastly, regarding the usage of photos, I follow fair use of photograph copyrighting,
especially the fair use of newspaper photos. In the case of photos from Hyemoon’s books,
I acquired permission to use them from Hyemoon.
1.4

Basic Framework
I adopt Ott’s (2011) conceptual model for communication studies about social

movement rhetoric as a basic framework for the current study. Ott (2011) uncovered five
key heuristics for engaging and assessing social movement rhetoric from recent
communication scholarship on resistive rhetoric and social change: materiality, visuality,
corporeality, performativity, and publicity. I briefly present these five concepts, relating
them to the anti-corporate activist and group Joey Skaggs and the Barbie Liberation
Organization. These activists often perform or stage image-events, co-opting mainstream
media to oppose, resist, and reform commercial culture. Their performance or staged
events often appropriate popularized or familiarized visual presentations of mainstream
commercials (visuality) to dispense their anti-corporate message to the public. Because
publicity concerns how to frame the public’s perception of a subject, the group’s strategic
rhetorical attempts have been geared toward opposing and resisting circulated public
messages and images about the corporate realm. During the performance or events,
corporality of the body matters as an actual site of resistance and is closely related to
embodied activities of individuated, tactical, and performative resistance (performativity).
Materiality indicates material difference when actions are enacted. For example oral
chants, political jokes, printed banners, and dissembled commercial products not only
affect the representation of the activists but also engage the audience in different ways.
In addition to these five key aspects, Ott adds another aspect of his own – that of
affectivity – which he views as often absent despite its essential role for visceral appeals
9

that are important for exploring the emotive dimensions of politics and social change.
Regarding the key aspects, Ott warns that they provide a “rich array of perspectives
available to rhetorical scholars for understanding resistance and social change,” but he
suggests “the drawbacks of becoming too steeped in any one perspective” (p. 336).
Informed by his caution, I strive to utilize these aspects as guiding perspectives for this
analysis, allowing me to have a broader purview through this balanced stance.
Furthermore, to broaden the scope of inquiry beyond the current scholarship of
social movement rhetoric, Ott (2011) suggests exploring these six aspects at the
intersection of consequentiality, modality, and locality that he regards as central to
rhetoric. He defines the consequentiality of rhetoric as, “its capacity to effect change in
the attitudes, values, and beliefs of individuals and the rules, rituals, and norms of
collectives” (p. 344). Modality is comprised of the mode of expression (e.g., visual, oral,
tactile), the medium/context of transmission (e.g., immediate, mediated, virtual), and the
means/mechanism of enactment (e.g., symbolicity, embodied performance, the
built/constructed environment). Most of all, he stresses the critical influence of locality.
He argues that “rhetoric is a situated activity, one that is profoundly shaped by the time
and place of its enactment,” which requires one to consider “not only the cultural moment
but also the cultural emplacement of symbolic action” (p. 345) because the rhetorical
modes and means of affecting social change vary greatly by cultural and historical
context. Despite the fact that all three axes are important, the central focus of this
dissertation research is on modality and locality, because I argue that the situated mode
and means of enacting rhetoric action – specifically within the local culture, temporality,
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and spatiality of S. Korea – are key to understanding Hyemoon’s discourse and discursive
strategies.
Informed by Ott (2011), I selected four subjects for analysis to represent the
various aspects of Hyemoon’s communicative aspects: the Naewonam land litigation, the
Uigwe retrieval, the rectification of symbols, and a Buddhist performance. Each subject
centers on focal events which will be explored in respective chapters. The Naewonam
land litigation occurred early in Hyemoon’s career as an activist, prior to the initiation of
his repatriation activities. The Uigwe retrieval occurred after the Naewonam issue and
brought fame to and social recognition of Hyemoon and the civic organization that he
leads. The rectification of various semiotic symbols is evidence of another major activity
of his besides repatriation. Lastly, a Buddhist ritual and performance shows how
Hyemoon represents his stance about the issue of reunification, using dramatic,
performative, multi-modal and multi-sensory means.
As criteria for selecting these four subjects, I considered (1) the range of time
period in which focal events occurred, (2) the range of communicative acts, (3) the
variety of communicative means, as well as (4) the eight key heuristic aspects suggested
by Ott (2011): materiality, visuality, corporeality, performativity, publicity,
consequentiality, modality, and locality.
1.5

My Positionality3 in the Current Research
My position as a researcher is not neutral with the group CRKCP and its leader

Hyemoon. Through my active interaction in the project of repatriating a sacred religious

3

In contrast with positivistic scholars who argue that value-free, universally applicable knowledge is
possible to obtain, there is an opposing group of critical scholars who argue that there is no value-free
knowledge obtainable because research and scholarship are shaped by “what is taken up and what is
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relic from an American museum, I became an activist. Thus, my approach to the
proposed study can be considered as an activist’s qualitative inquiry. I think it is
necessary to present my background of how I became to be involved in this group in
order to present my stance to readers.
I was born and raised in S. Korea. After getting a bachelor’s degree in 1984, I
worked as a public high school teacher for about 12 and half years. When I was 31 years
old, I formally became a Buddhist, although I previously respected Buddhism and often
visited Buddhist temples as a family tradition prior to that. In 1996, I went to Japan and
resided for three years. Since 2000, I have lived in the United States.
I met Hyemoon at the Korean Buddhist temple Wonkaksa in New York in 2009,
introduced by the abbot of the temple when Hyemoon’s group visited there immediately
after the group had its first meeting on January 9 with the Museum of Fine Arts, Boston
(MFA). The meeting was to discuss a Sarira Reliquary4 owned by the MFA since 1939
when it purchased the artifact from a Japanese dealer during the Japanese occupation of
Korea (1910-1945). Hyemoon’s group came to request its repatriation to its country of
origin, with the rationale that the item was not only a sacred religious relic but also part
of the human body that cannot be an object of a transaction.

repressed in the complex interplay among and with particular race, gender, and class identities” (Maher, &
Tetreault, 1994, p. 188). In other words, personal experiences within and around the multiple identities of
researchers may influence how they ask research questions, their choice of methodology, and their
interpretation of outcomes. Thus, these critical scholars (Haraway, 1988; Alcoff, 1988; Mullings, 1999)
stress the importance of acknowledging the influence of researcher’s positionality, as Denzin (1986, p. 12)
articulates: “interpretive research begins and ends with the biography and self of the researcher.” I am
aligned with these critical scholars’ perspective.
4

The Sarira Reliquary is a Buddhist religious relic made in Korea in the 13th century. It was seldom
displayed for public at the MFA until recently; most of the time remained in the storage area. The stupa
type urn contains cremated remains (the sarira) of three Buddhas, one Indian Monk, and one Korean Monk.
The aesthetic beauty and technical excellence of the gilded urn is unprecedented according to both Korean
and worldwide criteria. Inscribed on the bottom surface is the date, the reason it was made, and the name of
the person who ordered it made.
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After I met Hyemoon, I was asked to be his interpreter during subsequent
meetings with the MFA. I participated in three official meetings in 2009, 2011, and 2013.
My basic role was to contact the MFA staff to arrange meetings, help Hyemoon’s with
translation of letters, and interpret between him and the MFA staff in Korean and
English.
Based on my collaboration with Hyemoon as a CRKCP member, a Buddhist, and a
Korean, my stance is emic as an insider of the group which I study. At the same time, as a
student of communication trained in U.S. academia and a resident of the U.S., my stance
is also etic as an outsider of the group that I study. This stance at the intersection of emic
and etic is advantageous because of my experience and interaction with the in-group
members, especially with Hyemoon, which gives me the relative benefit of understanding
the culture better than an outsider would. As an etic scholar, I can approach the
phenomenon that I study, relatively less restricted by my own perceptions as a Korean
insider. Conversely, my stance can be disadvantageous because my emic stance may
cloud or limit my scholarly pursuits while my outdated knowledge of Korea may
misguide my judgments. Nevertheless, the stance that I take for this study is to be
conscious of these aspects and to continually remind myself to engage in reflexivity
throughout the study as much as possible.
1.6

Hyemoon and the Committee for the Return of Korean Cultural Property
In this section, I describe how Hyemoon became a public figure, introducing the

civic organization that he leads. I begin with a few examples of how Hyemoon is
depicted by the South Korean mass media.
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1.6.1

Comments about Hyemoon from the Mass Media
Hyemoon is described or introduced in various ways in Korean mass media

reports. The most basic and simple is: “Ven. Hyemoon has been actively working as an
activist for the Committee for the Return of Korean Cultural Property (CRKCP) and
rectifying distorted things” (Kim Mun, 2011). This short introduction describes two main
social activities that Hyemoon is known for in Korean society.
There is another type of description:
In many issues related to cultural assets, the two spellings of Hye Moon always
appear together. Is there anybody like Hyemoon (representative of CRKCP) who
was spotlighted intensively by the mass media? The government that manages
cultural assets cannot relax, worrying about what will be another issue that he will
raise. (Maeil Business Newspaper, 2014)
What if a person has done litigation 170 times? And it is not done by hiring a
lawyer but rather by him himself who has prepared all the paperwork? ... “I have
done litigation 170 times against such as the National Forensic Service or Korean
government. I have prepared all the paperwork without a lawyer’s help. I have
won all the litigations except for four cases.” (Kyunghyang Shinmun, 2014)
These excerpts reflect the earned reputation of Hyemoon through his activism related to
cultural assets. Furthermore, his reputation is reflected by the multiple awards he has
received: the Order of Civil Merit, Magnolia Medal, KBS Hope Award, Dasan Award,
and Cheonjiin’s People of Religion Award.5 He was also selected to be one of the ten
honored citizens through an online survey in 2011 by Seoul Metropolitan City.

5

In 2012, the Order of Civil Merit, Magnolia Medal, was awarded from S. Korean government to
Hyemoon for the recognition of his remarkable contribution to retrieve Uigwe, which is most often
indicated. In 2011, KBS Hope Award, I love Korea; in 2013, Hyemoon got Dasan Award in the section of
Culture and Art.
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In addition to these examples, there is abundant mass-media coverage about
Hyemoon. The majority of these mass media reports6 address the issue of cultural
artifacts and distorted semiotic symbols involved with or commented on by Hyemoon.
Such reports refer to Hyemoon by various titles, to name a few: “constant news-maker,”
“a young star monk succeeding the fame of Jeong Daun and Park Samjung,” “a person
who memorizes all the laws about cultural artifacts,” “expert in retrieving lost cultural
treasures,” “monk with expertise in debunking,” “a swordsman,” “genuine patriot,”
“greater than Ven. Wonhyo,” “humorous storyteller,” and “my role model.” These
various labels imply that Hyemoon draws attention from the S. Korean public and mass
media as a leader of a civic group and as an individual. They also reflect various aspects
of Hyemoon’s character and activities. In particular, “constant news-maker” and “a
young star monk succeeding the fame of Jeong Daun and Park Samjung” refer not only to
his frequent appearance in the mass media, but also to his active utilization of the media
for promoting his group and activities and thereby cultivating awareness from the Korean
public.
1.6.2 Hyemoon’s Role in the Committee for the Return of Korean Cultural
Property
Hyemoon is a Korean Buddhist monk in his early 40s at the time of writing this
dissertation in 2015. He began to be interested in lost cultural properties in 2003 when he
was investigating missing items from Buddhist temples affiliated with Bongseon Temple
under the Jogye Order. However, until 2005 when he was in charge of managing legal

6

With search keywords (CRKCP and Ven. Hyemoon), limiting in the category of news, in Naver
(http://news.naver.com ), the most popular online portal site in S. Korea, there are 1413 items; in Media
Gaon Kinds (http://www.kinds.or.kr), the biggest search engine for domestic news, 396 items, accessed on
Jan. 2, 2015 and on Sep. 1, 2014, respectively.
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issues in the litigation involving ownership of a Buddhist temple property, he was an
ordinary Buddhist monk who was not known to the public at all. Since then, Hyemoon
has been at the center of instigating and carrying out the repatriation of important cultural
items that have been kept in Japan and the United States.
In particular, Hyemoon became well-known to the Korean public through his
contribution toward the phenomenal retrieval of Sillok (Official Historic Record of
Joseon Dynasty) from Tokyo University in 2006. The retrieval of the Uigwe (Royal
Painting Protocol of Joseon Dynasty) from Japanese Emperor’s Palace in 2011 again
drew tremendous media attention to him. The most recent media shower on Hyemoon is
related to the Queen Munjeong’s Royal Seal of the Joseon Dynasty. He was the primary
negotiator for retrieving this seal from the Los Angeles County Museum. On top of that,
the petition movement that he propelled made such an impact that President Obama
himself brought the royal seals back to S. Korea in an April 2014 visit.
Such significant success in retrieving national level cultural treasures has drawn
extraordinary attention from the mass media. Through this coverage, Hyemoon has
gained public recognition and reputation as a repatriation activist in S. Korea. However,
Hyemoon does not wait for media coverage about his activities; he rather pro-actively
utilizes mass media platforms by constantly creating newsworthy events to ensure his
activities of rectifying social, cultural, and public symbols are frequently reported. For
example, he corrected mistranslated words in school textbooks, removed Japanese style
stone lamps in a metro station in Seoul, had red paint eliminated from a sword preserved
in a memory hall, and changed a misspelled letter in a public organization’s name. These
actions usually have been reported because of their novelty. Furthermore, whenever he
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has the opportunity to engage the mass media – including interviews by newspapers,
newsmagazines, talk shows in TV and radio – he tends to talk about interesting and
entertaining behind-the-scenes stories related to retrieving these special cultural artifacts.
During such media coverage, he also relies on opportunities to assert his ideas, values,
and beliefs about the ideal moral Korean identity. Likewise, voluminous essays in his
personal blog site and published six books show similar characteristics: this combination
of entertaining aspects of behind-the-scenes stories with rhetorical exposition.
Hyemoon also exerts an effort for interpersonal and informal communication by
holding various events. These events are mostly activities for doing a task together with
participants, such as research field trips to a cultural site, holding a seminar or an
educational training program, partaking in Buddhist rituals, holding a celebration party,
campaigning, fund-raising via a concert, festivals, collecting signatures, lecturing, or
book-signing. Most importantly, Hyemoon gives special attention and effort to building
and training youth groups to take the role of the main actors in his repatriation movement.
Networking with various groups and community members is one of the most
important roles of Hyemoon’s work. While engaging in a project, he cooperates with
both domestic and local groups and people. In the case of Uigwe, he was at the center of
linking various civic and political groups in S. Korea, N. Korea, and Japan. Moreover, he
perceives the participation of Koreans overseas as important toward unification. During
the Uigwe project, for example, he cooperated with Korean-Japanese groups, while for
the Queen Munjeong’s Royal Seal, he elicited the support of Korean-American groups.
He also works on the Japanese sex-slavery issue, joining together with Lee Yong-su who
is an icon of this movement. Most of all, Hyemoon regards his partnership with N. Korea

17

as essential for both practical repatriation and unification. He often visits N. Korea for
discussions with the Buddhist Federation of N. Korea and often has been entrusted as its
delegate for negotiating with parties in Japan and the United States.
Hyemoon also operates a personal blog site (http://blog.naver.com/doorskyj). On
the homepage, under an image of a Korean traditional mask of a monk, there is the
catchphrase “a soulful egg breaks a rock.” With 485 (accessed on Nov. 15, 2014) posted
articles at the time of this writing, the major categories are (1) Finding the Rightful Place
for Cultural Properties, (2) My Perspective of Buddhism, and (3) Finding the Rightful
Place for History. These main categories are vertically positioned on the left side; if one
were to click a category, subcategories and the list of posted essays appear. For example,
under category (1), he talks about the trajectory of locating cultural artifacts, the process
of retrieving, his view of each item, and the meaning of its retrieval, in terms of Sillok,
the Sarira Reliquary of Hyungdeung Temple, the Empress Myeongseong’s Leopard
Carpet, Uigwe, the Henderson Collection, the Helmet and Armor of Joseon King kept in
Japan, Queen Munjeong’s Royal Seal, and the Royal Seal of the Daehan (Korean)
Empire. Under category (2), he discusses Buddhism and its relation to his activities.
Lastly under category (3), he talks about several events that he is involved in and for
which he has solved problems in the past, such as the Naewonam case that dealt with
contesting Pro-Japanese collaborators and with his visit to Pyongyang to discuss a
repatriating project with his Committee for the Return of Korean Cultural Property
(CRKCP).
Unlike a typical website homepage of an organization in which its goals or aims
often are presented as a special category, the CRKCP homepage (http://caro.or.kr/) does
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not have a direct presentation of its organizational goals. The goals rather are presented
under the heading “Greetings from a representative of the CRKCP” with the subtitle “I
am introducing the CRKCP”:
To find and return cultural properties to their rightful/original place is a process of
regaining the spirit that we inherited from our ancestors, and in becoming
conscious of this we become the masters of our own. In this sense, I hope the
movement of repatriating cultural properties helps us to win over our masters
from our previous slave status 100 years ago, and to progress toward unification,
surmounting the division of South and North Korea.
(http://caro.or.kr/company01)
The Committee for the Return of Korean Cultural Property was founded in 2006.
Hyemoon has been the Secretary General despite the fact that he himself created the
organization; not until 2010 did he become official Executive Officer of the group.7 This
is a non-profit civic organization with about 200 active members, with an office in
Chongno, Seoul Metropolitan City. According to the official website, under the
Representative is the Executive Director. The organization is composed of four sectors:
recovery committees, youth groups,8 overseas branches, and members. Recovery
committees are formed for a particular project such as Retrieving the Okura Collection;
the 100 People Committee for Queen Munjeong’s Royal Seal; and the 100 People
Committee for Clarifying the Composer of the National Anthem.
The CRKCP joined Facebook on March 19, 2012.9 According to its profile, the
most frequent users are between 18 and 24 years old. This group is mainly for publicizing
upcoming events, comments and photos of enacted events, and collected media reports

7

He said that he was too young to be a representative at the time from the perspective of Korean society.

8

The five youth groups are: 1) The Culture Assets Redemption Agency (19 years old and younger); 2) The
Teenager Academy (made up of high school students); 3) The Cultural Assets Youth Agency (CAYA); 4)
The Blog Reporters (college students); and 5) elementary students and their parents.
9

Hyemoon’s personal blog started from 2004, and official website of CRKCP started in 2006.
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about Hyemoon and the CRKCP. The most frequent postings are notifications about
upcoming events. Uploaded posters show related information clearly, accurately, and
ahead of time. Thus Facebook is an effective source to learn what kind of social events
are organized and enacted by Hyemoon and the CRKCP members. On this page is also
Hyemoon’s photo which appears frequently when notifying people about upcoming
events and reporting enacted events or when accompanying an events poster or media
reports. In particular, most mass media coverage about Hyemoon is well archived and
offers a direct link to reading or watching more information. Hyemoon’s books are also
introduced with a photo of their cover page. Facebook therefore is used efficiently to
promote CRKCP and Hyemoon’s events and activities among the younger generation in
terms of timelines, visual images, and links to other resources.
In this introduction chapter, first I presented central questions, primary data, the
basic framework, and methodology of the present research, and then I explained my
positionality in this study. Lastly, I introduced Hyemoon’s role as a leader of the civic
organization CRKCP, with a brief review of the past achievements of Hyemoon and
CRKCP as well as their communication platforms.
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CHAPTER 2
RHETORICAL CONTEXTS
The goal of this chapter is to contextualize Hyemoon’s activities in the South
Korean social movements’ trajectory in order to understand why and how his creation of
CRKCP was a creative and effective strategy under these circumstances. First, I trace the
historicity of S. Korean social movements that affected the creation of the CRKCP. Then
I examine the NGOs and civic and governmental organizations working to aid North
Korea and the repatriation of cultural artifacts overseas. Finally, within such contexts, I
discuss how Hyemoon and the CRKCP have worked to overcome several challenges and
dilemmas.
2.1

Origin of Social Movements in S. Korea
There is a plethora of social movement definitions, most of which are from

Western scholars and their studies about Western societies. The basic commonality of
these definitions is that they are all voluntary, free of self-interest, formal organizations
or groups with the goal of pursuing various public interests. By contrast, Park, Ji Sung
(2013) addresses the unique developmental historicity of the S. Korean social movement,
introducing the general view of such social movement organizations as “mediators
between citizens and government,” functioning as “watchdogs to develop
democratization” as well as for “invigorating citizenship” in S. Korean society (p. 5).
Prior to introducing Hyemoon and the civic organization that he leads, I will trace the
overall trajectory of the social movement that has occurred in Korea in order to situate
Hyemoon’s activities and the organization within the larger socio-political context.
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The starting point of the social movement in Korea is considered differently
depending on the scholars, (1) since 1922, or (2) since independence, or since (3) the
1960s.
The scholars who advocate the first time period view Independence/National
Movements during the colonial period (1910-1945) that continuously occurred inside and
outside of the Korean peninsula as the beginning of the social movement. In keeping with
this view are the March First Movement in 1919, the June Ten Movement in 1926, and
the Gwangju Student Movement in 1929 that are considered the major domestic public
displays of resistance and protest against colonizers on the civic level. Additionally, the
National Liberation activists called Independence Movement Fighters or Righteous
Soldiers fought against Japanese imperialists in Manchuria China, the Primorsky area in
Russia, and Hawaii. When the provisional Korean government was established in
Shanghai in 1919, the liberation movement became more systematized. Thus the activists
who stayed in China were armed and frequently made guerrilla attacks on the Japanese
army at the border of China and Korea. Hyemoon perceives them as leaving a spiritual
legacy of saving a nation in danger, to the following social movement activists, including
him.
The second view is by the scholars that a Social Movement can begin only in a
modern state, and thus its origin was not possible during the previous monarchical
system. The third view is that the S. Korean Social Movement began when Korean
citizens began resisting authoritarian regimes. Hyemoon does not necessarily endorse a
pro-democratizing movement since 1960s as the starting point of Korean social
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movement, but strongly argues that democratizing movement is connected to anticolonial spirit, both of which aim to bring about social justice.
Nevertheless, there is a general consensus that the contemporary S. Korean social
movement developed under special circumstances which were intertwined with
domestic and international politics and economics, including the Korean War as a proxy
war within the context of the Cold War; the ongoing state of armistice agreements with
N. Korea; subsequent antagonistic relationships under authoritarian military regimes;
rapid industrialization; and the financial crisis and the social upheaval in which the
International Monetary Fund intervened in 1987 and 1997. Park, Ji Sung (2013, p. 3)
and Kim, Chong Su (2011, pp. 18-19) assert that it is problematic to apply mainstream
social movement theories to S. Korea. Kim, Chong Su (2011, pp. 138-139) contends that
most of these theories were developed in the West where liberal polity allows “access to
the public sphere, freedom of the right to assembly and speech, and affluent resources
are considered to be given and guaranteed,” which does not apply to S. Korea. On the
contrary, social movements in S. Korea were built under suppressive militant
authoritarian regimes that did not allow access to the public sphere nor the rights to free
assembly and speech; thus the initial goal of the S. Korean social movement was to
obtaining these freedoms. Kim, Chong Su (2011) argues that the democratization of S.
Korea was achieved through sustained popular action because the Korean authoritarian
regimes did not allow institutional politics to be democratic. He argues that in S. Korea,
“social movements replaced them [institutional politics] by making political
opportunities and developing collective identity, their mobilizing structures” (p. iii). He
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stresses that present Korean civic groups and organizations still retain strong political
characteristics from the salient influence of these democratization movements.
Aligned with Kim, Chong Su (2011), Kim, Sun-Chul (2008) exposits that the
South Korean social movement community maintained a strong influence and turned out
to be an independent political actor and institution despite instability in the political
process. Kim, Sun-Chul (2008) uses the term “defiant institutionalization” to describe
the unconventional pattern of S. Korea’s social movement institutionalization, compared
to mainstream theories that view either co-optation or marginalization of social
movements as possible outcomes in the process of democratization. He challenges the
prevailing idea in mainstream theories that uncontrolled mobilization threatens
democratic consolidation. He discovered that highly mobilized social movement actors
in S. Korea were able to fill a void created by incompetent political actors and to take on
the strongly positive role of complementing the democratic process.
A grasp of the unique historicity of the S. Korean social movement is essential to
understand why and how the establishment of CRKCP was a creative and effective
strategy. Thus in the following, I first present how the social movement in S. Korea has
developed between 1960 and 1987 through the democratizing movement against
authoritarian regimes; I then examine how the achievement of procedural democracy
affected and changed the direction of the social movement and the participation of social
actors, from which CRKCP was created.
2.2

Historicity of S. Korean Social Movement

2.2.1

Social Movement between 1960s and 1987
Now, I trace the historicity of the Korean social movement since 1960 because

this background is critical to understanding the characteristics of Hyemoon’s activism.
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Between 1960 and 1987, the primary goal of Korean social movements had been to
democratize; then the regime of Roh Tae-woo agreed to amend the constitution,
changing S. Korea into a direct presidential election system. Major democratization
movements until 1987 included the April Movement in 1960, the May Eighteen
Democratization Movement in 1980, and the June Democratization Movement (also
called the Gwangju Uprising) in 1987. All of these were led mainly by laborers and
ordinary citizens as well as by intellectuals who were influenced by Marxism and
opposition politicians. Besides those national-scale protests and uprisings, there were
countless labor strikes, students’ demonstrations, and ideological criticism among antiregime scholars. At that time, under the master frame of “democracy,” working class
Marxist intellectuals, students, liberal progressive activists, and ordinary citizens got
together, sustained, and expanded the democratization movement (Shin Hyungsik,
2007).
The radical democratization movement in this period was called either the
minjung or minjok, minju movement. These terms were strategically utilized to invoke a
collective identity (Kim, Chong Su, 2011) and consolidation. The literal meaning of
minjung is the ordinary people and the masses; by implication, the term thus referred to
the underprivileged (Park, Kwang-Hyung, 2013). Thus this term became crucial for
representing the counter-hegemonic ideology for oppressed people who were
confronting the strong, suppressive, militant, authoritarian state. Minjung also became a
symbol to remind activists of the class struggle between “the controller” (advocating
hegemony, anti-unification, anti-working class, and the monopolization of
conglomerates) and “the controlled” (composed of working class, peasants, college
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students, the urban poor, and conscientious intellectuals) (Choi, Jang-jib, 2005).
Therefore the literal meaning of minjok may be the people, but the term implies an
ethnic, cultural collective identity with a shared collective myth and memory. It has the
connotation of the homogeneity of people from S. Korea and N. Korea, thereby
overriding the difference of polity. Minju means democracy.
These terms – minjung, minjok, and minju – represented the overarching
ideology and goals of the social movement, respectively: obtaining political opportunity
by “the controlled”; the necessity for unification as one ethnic, cultural collectivity
between S. Korea and N. Korea; and the wish for a democratizing society. Park, KwangHyung (2013) lists three strands of political ideology that sustained the movement at this
time: radical democracy, socialism, and populist nationalism. Although there were
differences in relative emphasis on one of these three aspects, various social movement
groups and organizations maintained a united front, sharing a primary stance against an
authoritarian state, with similar organizational structures among the various movements
(Kim, Chong Su, 2011; Park, Kwang-Hyung, 2013).
The June Democracy Movement in 1987 is critical in the social movement
history of S. Korea. It is often called the breakthrough of anti-authoritarian
democratization movement or the Korean social, historic turning point (Kim, Chong Su,
2011). Until 1987, all the S. Korean presidents were from the military, except the first
president Rhee. Under the regimes of these four authoritarian presidents,
democratization movements continued to exist until 1987. In 1987, the democratization
movement ended authoritarian rule by establishing a direct presidential election system
and removing oppressive laws and by creating major institutional change (Kim, Chong
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Su, 2011). At the same time, these shifts in 1987 drastically affected the stream of social
movements in S. Korean society. Shin Hyungsik (2007) calls this the first differentiation
of the modern S. Korean social movement.
Kim, Chong Su (2011) argues that the movement under the macro-narrative of
the “minjung” was a political, social, and cultural one that promoted a multiclass
coalition and radicalized the democratic movement. However, Kim argues that the
homogeneity of minjung has been deconstructed since 1987:
The Minjung as a metanarrative lost its totalizing impact. There is no longer a
single unitary collective for the minjung movement; however, various classoriented movements, like the labor and the peasant movement, consider
themselves as a part of the minjung movement. The hegemony of the minjung
movement was overtaken by another collective identity involving a non-class
centered and a middle-class-oriented simin (burgher) movement. (p. 141)
As Kim describes, the S. Korean social movement has bifurcated into two branches
since the late 1980s: on the one hand, the minjung movement that still retains the spirit
of a political orientation aimed at class-liberation by a hegemonic struggle for the rights
of the working class, and on the other, the simin movement that focuses mainly on
general citizens’ demands in terms of everyday living conditions such as local, cultural,
environmental, educational, and human right issues.
Shin Hyungsik (2007) contrasts the difference between the minjung and simin
movements in terms of strategy, structure, and activities. The former strives to obtain
political power, based on class differentials, demanding financial and political
restructuring and centering on a unified national movement organization such as the
Korean Confederation of Trade Unions. The latter works to mobilize the identity of
citizenship in a civil society, carrying out the role of watchdog for administrative power
use, centering on the rationalization of overall society and the creation of a new identity.
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Most of all, whereas the former mainly relies on public gatherings and protesting, the
latter centers on mobilizing the mass media and social media and on collecting
signatures (Shin Hyungsik, 2007, p. 36). However, although the concerns of the S.
Korean simin movement look similar to those of the New Social Movements in the
West, Kim, Hoki (2001) stresses that Korean civic organizations still have a strong
political orientation compared to the ones in the West that stem from the unique social
movement historicity in S. Korean society.
Regarding the radical political orientation, Park, Kwang-Hyung (2013) argues
that the radical movements which contributed to a gradual transition from a military
dictatorship to a formal democracy (1987-2002) also ironically affected the decline of
the radical ideologies of the minjung movement. It was because the appeal framed
ordinary working people as victims and protagonists who were not allowed access to
formal institution politics, and this strategy lost its persuasiveness once public political
space was obtained. Namhee Lee (2007) agrees with Park and postulates that the radical
minjung movement could have been effective against authoritarian military regimes, but
in democratic settings, the progressive middle class which previously supported and the
joined minjung movement turned into citizens’ movements, prioritizing their standard or
quality of living. Since 1987, new generations of social movement actors and leaders
have emerged and the field of social movement thus has become heterogeneous. Kim,
Sun-Chul (2008) observes that, “the democratic concession offered to the opposition in
1987 severed the ties between the movement and middle classes” (p. 139). Kim, SunChul argues that “unlike in the June Struggle of 1987, there were no other actors on the
streets to join minjung activists” despite the “enhanced organizational capacity of
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minjung groups” (2008, p. 139). He describes the phenomenon as the middle class’s
retreat from all lines of protest. He cites Huntington’s description “even if they [Korean
citizens] had disaffection against the government, they preferred to grumble in front of
television sets” as Huntington (1991) describes (as cited in Kim, Sun-Chul, 2008, p.
139).
In 1989, one of the most well-known and prominent civic groups, the Citizen’s
Coalition of Economic Justice (CCEJ), was founded which started “advocacy oriented
civic movement” in S. Korea (Cho, Chul-Min, 2014). It is evaluated as phenomenal
because it was characterized as “being led by ordinary citizens” (www.ccej.or.kr ) that
opened the door for upcoming citizens’ movements as an exemplary organization (Jang,
Jin-Ho, 2011). CCEJ aimed to eradicate social and political corruption by increasing
awareness among the citizenship, resolving the gap between the rich and the poor, and
fair trade. The organization is operated by voluntary participation among citizens by
lawful, non-violent, and peaceful actions toward embodying financial democracy in S.
Korea. The other two major civic organizations, People’s Solidarity for Participatory
Democracy and the Korean Federation for Environmental Management, were created
following CCEJ. The major goals of these civil movement/society organizations are
distinctly different from those of previous or surviving radical democratization
movement organizations: these goals are consumer protection, environmental issues,
human rights, and social justice, including anti-corruption, fair trade, sustainable
development and decentralization (Cho, Huiyeon, 2001; Hong, Songtae, 2004).
Song Sulgi (2014) divides Korean civil society along the time line of before and
after 1990. Whereas there was a pan-class and organizations working toward
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democratization before 1990, after this date there was an increase in individuals’
participation in social and political activities and in various civil groups and interest
groups; moreover, their political intervention switched from government to the national
assembly and political parties. From additional statistics, we can see the phenomenal
growth in particular of civic organizations since 1987. According to Park, Ji Sung
(2013) the total number of civic organizations in S. Korea until 2012 was 7788; of these,
the majority (90%) arose since the 1990s.
2.2.2

Changed Concerns and Mode of Civic Participation in the 1990s and 2000s
The phenomenal increase in the 1990s and 2000s occurred under the three

consecutive democratic governments led by civilian Presidents, Kim Young-sam (1993–
98), Kim Dae-jung (1998–2003), and Roh Moo-hyun (2003–2008). During this period,
citizens demonstrated a positive attitude toward civic organizations and participated
enthusiastically in their actions. Most importantly, the Roh Moo-hyun administration
declared itself as a “participatory government,” increased financial support to civic
organizations, and promoted citizens and civic organizations’ participation in the policy
process while establishing the Office of the Senior Secretary to the President for Civil
Society under the Office of the President (Kim, Chong Su, 2011).
Civic groups led a phenomenal mobilization during that period, a central topic for
studies among many social movement scholars in S. Korea. Studies most frequently
address such events as the 2000 Fair Election Campaign and candlelight vigils in 2002,

30

2004 and 2008. In the 2000 Fair Election Campaign1 dozens of civic groups cooperated
to promote voter awareness about the congressional candidates and actively
began to use the internet. In 2002, 700 civic groups coalesced and held large-scale
candlelight vigils, protesting the death of two girls killed by American soldiers. This
campaign effectively mobilized civic groups and individual citizens via internet portal
sites and independent internet news media. In 2004, 550 civic groups cooperated to
campaign against the impeachment of President Ro Moo-hyun. Next, the 2008
candlelight protest was held in opposition to the importing of American beef; according
to Park, Ji Sung (2013), this campaign was completely different from previous protests
or campaigns in terms of its instigation, process, issues, and participants. He states:
. . . the campaign was initiated by citizens and showed watershed consolidation. The
issue was shifted from political to everyday life concerns. Most of all, the civic
organizations that have been at the center of social campaigning were completely
replaced by individual citizens. (p. 21)
There are scholars that evaluate the trends of the civic movement in 2000s as
positive and productive, such as Kim, Sun-Chul (2008) and Park, Y. S. (2011). For
example, regarding the use of internet and digital technologies in the 2008 candlelight
vigil, Park Y. S. (2011) highly praises it as a communal learning experience that
awakened a sense of citizenship for democracy in response to the critiques that the vigils
did not achieve anything. She describes the use of internet and digital technologies and
how the participants improvised unconventional humor and political satire during the
civic gathering. She indicates that the evolved activities in 2008 demonstrated the birth
of a new wave of a non-violent movement grounded in bilateral, horizontal

1

The general election was held on April 13, 2000 and the names of some corrupt candidates were
announced and encouraged voters not to vote for them. http://
www.ccej.or.kr and http://www.ngotimes.net
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communication, made possible by new technology. Most of all, she insists that –
compared to rallies and strikes during the democratization movement in the 1980s that
were characterized by violent confrontations between demonstrators and the police and
by self-immolations – these vigils operated by both online and offline communications
were very peaceful.
Contrary to Park, Y. S.’s (2011) enthusiastic attitude about the new trends in the
recent civic movement in S. Korea, among scholars and citizens this change often has
been referred to as a “civic movement without citizens’ participation,” in contrast to the
highly garnered civic interest and support in the 1990s and 2000s. Park, Ji Sung (2013)
analyzes why civic organizations lost their influential role around the mid-2000s,
positing that they carried out an important role based on citizens’ strong support, trust,
and positive assessment until the mid-2000s. Their support emanated from the people’s
high expectations about civic organizations that pursued the public interest based on
strong moral ethics with transparent management, relied on voluntary membership fees,
and chose democratic decision-making. However, since 2000, bribery scandals have
been ceaseless, resulting in frequent arrests of leaders among several well-known civic
groups.2 In particular, in 2008 when bribery incidents occurred consecutively among
two well-known citizen groups, the phrase “the crisis of civic organizations” began to be
widely circulated, an indication of the diminished power of such organizations as well as
noticeably decreased citizen participation. As possible reasons for such a decline, Park,
Ji Sung (2013) points to the increased numbers of civic group leaders who were

2

Those groups are Citizens’ Alliance for General Election, Green Korea, Korea Women’s Association, the
Citizen’s Coalition of Economic Justice, Korean Federation for Environmental Movement, and Citizens’
Coalition of Cultural Issues.
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recruited into government or elected as national assembly members; to the decreased
capacity of mobilization and utilizing new communication technology (i.e., social
networking services or SNS) among civic groups; to individual citizens’ participation in
the process of policy making via SNS; and lastly to the increased cognitive capacity of
and raised confidence in the efficacy of political policy decision-making among
individual citizens.
Other numerous scholars attempt to analyze the possible reasons for such a
decline from various angles. Shin Hyungsik (2007) indicates that the social movement in
S. Korea was at a second differentiation stage that may have been a turning point for
another shift. He points out that a certain degree of successful accomplishment of
“procedural democracy” may have prevented progress in “substantial democracy.” Shin
also asserts that after officially establishing a direct presidential electoral system that
was generally perceived as achieving democracy in S. Korean society, the discourse of
democracy began to be coopted by conservative, hegemonic groups from the social and
civic movement groups. He also states that the collapsed financial stability caused a
bipolarization of classes, while at the same time the discourse about a prosperous and
effective economy decreased the appeal of the civic movement. Most of all, he argues
that the re-strengthened anti-communist ideology reappeared as popular public
discourse. This dormant anti-communist ideology was barely sustained by conservative
hegemonic groups and hegemonic mass media until 2007. However, since that time
conservative hegemonic groups and the mass media regained political power, which was
critical not only in weakening the social movement but also in preventing the progress of
substantive democracy (Shin Hyungsik, 2007). Jeong, Sang-ho (2006) also observes that
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the civic movement lost its popularity – not because of a shortage of voluntary citizens –
but because of the lack of civic and social movement organizations’ reliance on public
support.
This issue also has been approached from the perspective of neo-liberalism. Shin
Hyungsik (2007) argues that inundating globalization and neo-liberalism in S. Korea
have triggered social bipolarization by systemizing the dualistic structure of export and
import and of conglomerate and medium/small-sized enterprises as well as by pitting
full time workers and part-time workers in S. Korean society against each other. Lee,
Tae-ho (2004) asserts the necessity for forming a coalition for effective resistance
against globalizing neo-liberalism. Towards this end, he suggests radical
democratization based on direct action and citizens’ participation. In a similar vein,
Song, Ju-myeong (2004) suggests the necessity to consolidate the lower classes to create
a foundation for the social and civic movement because globalization has been
accelerating the differentiation of the middle classes from the lower classes.
We have traced how S. Korean social and civic movements developed and
changed from the 1960s until the 2000s, influenced by a change in domestic political
systems and an increase in worldwide neo-liberalism. Another significant influence on
S. Korean civic organizations stems from their relationship with North Korea.
2.3

The CRKCP in the Context of Two Koreas
In this section, I will situate the status of the Committee for the Return of Korean

Cultural Property (CRKCP) in relation to (1) other NGOs with similar purposes
regarding North and South Korean relations and to (2) other civic and official
organization that are concerned with overseas cultural property repatriation.
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2.3.1

Political Changes and Interaction of NGOs
In studying the trajectory of the progress of the role and functions of NGOs in

regard to the exchange and collaboration between the South and North Koreas, Lee,
Young Jae (2011) observes that until 1995, an official exchange between South and
North Korea was not allowed, although some religious organizations helped to ease the
North Korean food shortage. Since 1995, when North Korea formally asked the
international community for aid to address the disastrous famine at that time, South
Korean NGOs began to increase activities to help the North. Since 2008, under President
Kim Dae-jung, NGOs that were addressing the relationship between South and North
Korea began to be supported and their numbers grew tremendously. By 2010, about 200
NGOs existed in South Korea with the mission of helping North Korea (Lee, Young Jae
2011), six of which were for education and fifty for advocacy such as supporting
separated families during the Korean War, people who escaped from North Korea, and
human rights for North Koreans. The rest of the groups offered mainly humanitarian aid.
Lee, Young Jae (2011) asserts that these NGOs facilitated socio-economiccultural exchanges between South and North Korea that have been distinctly
differentiated from each other over the last sixty years. Most of all, he underscores the
potentially significant role of NGOs in a future reunification that would come about by
their facilitation of the revitalization of a common sprit and homogeneity between the
two peoples. Lee, Young Jae (2011) explicates:
NGOs have played a significant role in cultivating South Koreans’ feelings of
sympathy and brotherhood with their neighbors from the North, compatriots whom
they had previously regarded simply as the enemy. The NGOs’ support for the North
has assisted the formation of a national consensus, as well as improved levels of
exchange and collaboration, offering information about policies on North Korea for
the government and other NGOs. Such NGOs also serve as a valve to relax the
sometimes taut levels of tension between the two Koreas, by providing a foothold in
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the country and a means of communication that is always available for help with
mutual dialogue and bilateral visits by both countries. (p. 154)
Lee, Young Jae (2011) acknowledges that a certain degree of improvement has
been achieved regarding a shift from previous unilateral help into a bilateral
collaborative relationship via cooperative research and technological development.
However, Lee points out that the majority of activities are still comprised of
humanitarian help in the form of donating foods, medications, materials for hospitals,
farming, and building a food processing factory. He is concerned about the
overwhelming focus on support that excessively invokes sympathy to help miserable
people that he views as a distorted orientation that hinders active and equal interactions.
Most importantly, he warns that this patronizing attitude as sympathizer that is popular
among S. Korean citizens is problematic, even after reunification occurs. He suggests
that the creation and sharing of a common culture are urgent and can be good ways to
remove the prevailing prejudice and bias in favor of developing a cooperative
relationship on equal terms. He also proposes that NGOs need to develop their own
specialty areas beyond donating food and material goods.
According to statistics of the Unification Ministry of S. Korea, between 2005 and
2010 there were 265,198 visits to North Korea by South Korean NGOs. Among them,
visits for economic reasons were 253,236, for religion 340; and for culture and arts
2928. Most of the cultural exchanges were related to music, dance performance, painting
exhibition, sports games, and tourism to the Mt. Kumgang area. In the area of
academics, the exchange or cooperative research has occurred in economics, Korean
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studies, and science.3 In short, although there are about 200 civic organizations
dedicated to S. and N. Korean relations, the majority focus on humanitarian support in
terms of supplying material goods (Lee, Young Jae, 2011). Cultural exchanges, by
contrast, are limited to performance, exhibition, or sports games.
2.3.2

Buddhist NGOs
There are a few Buddhist NGOs that focus on supporting North Korea and

reunification: One Korea Buddhist Movement, UniKorea (of the Jogye Order
Headquarters for Promotion of Ethnic Communities), and Join Together Society.
The main aim of One Korea Buddhist Movement is for a cultural exchange
between South and North Korea. This NGO manifests various other goals including
exchange and cooperation in religion and traditional culture (property) in addition to
humanitarian aid. Nonetheless, its major activity has been food support.
UniKorea (http://www.unikorea.or.kr/) was founded in 2000 and has shown
continuous and steady activity until now, sending rice, clothing, blankets, and
medications. This organization aims to construct a unified community among the
Korean people and recover national homogeneity through various exchanges and
cooperative projects grounded in cultural homogeneity. Its major projects of Buddhist
exchange include unified or synchronized Buddhist rituals on Buddha’s birthday and on
liberation day from colonial rule; preservation and restoration of Buddhist cultural
properties in North Korea; exchanges and cooperation between S. and N. Korean
temples; and pilgrimages to sacred temples in N. Korea.

3

Of note is publishing a unified dictionary of computer terms from the cooperative works among linguistic
scholars in South and North Korea. Another important project is for publishing Big Dictionary of Korean
People since 2004.
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Join Together Society (JTS) (http://www.jts.or.kr) was created by Ven. Beopryun
in 1991 as an international NGO focusing on the combat of starvation, diseases, and
illiteracy. JTS not only helps North Korea, but also other Asian countries such as India,
Philippines, Cambodia, and Myanmar. Unlike most S. Korean NGOs whose targeted
area is solely the nearby capital city Pyongyang, JTS covers other local provinces and is
mainly concerned with people who are in orphanages, elderly homes, and disabled.
In summary, even though there are many civic organizations with the goal of
contributing to a better relationship with N. Korea, the majority focus on helping
suffering people by sending food and essential goods for survival. At the same time,
among the handful of Buddhism-based NGOs, there are none that address the issue of
repatriation of pillaged cultural properties. In this sense, the CRKCP holds a unique
position through its focus on overseas cultural property repatriation on equal terms with
N. Korea.
2.3.3 Civic Organizations and Governmental Institutions for Repatriating
Cultural Properties
In order to situate CRKCP within the community of S. Korean repatriation
organizations, a brief sketch of relevant organizations follows. According to a report
(National Assembly Standing Committee, 2012) submitted to the National Auditing,
between 2010 and 2012 the Korean government financially supported twelve civic
groups working for repatriation. Among them, only four groups applied for and received
government subsidy more than once: the Supportive Committee for Repatriating
Cultural Artifacts (SCRCA), the Recovery Committee of Yicheon Five-story Pagoda,
National Action for Retrieving the Yeonji Temple Bell, and the CRKCP. In the year
2012, only three of them (not including SCRCA) were carrying out practical repatriating
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actions that targeted a specific cultural artifact while the remaining eight groups spent
the governmental support to hold workshops, international forums, seminars, and
symposiums. According to the report, only five cultural items were listed as ongoing
repatriation projects in 2012: the Yicheon Five-story Pagoda, the Yeonji temple Bell,
Jikji Buddhist Sutra, the Okura Collection, and the Jangansa temple Bell. The last two
items were pursued by the CRKCP.
As a public institution in charge of overseas cultural property repatriation, the
Overseas Korean Cultural Heritage Foundation (OKCH) was created in 2011. The
OKCH is directly under the Cultural Heritage Administration (CHA). Since the OKCH
was created, there have been constant controversies about the effectiveness of the
organization. Until now, the OKCH’s major activities have involved the surveying of
overseas Korean cultural properties; yet there has been no single achievement of
repatriating cultural property overseas. During the 2013 National Auditing, National
Assembly member Park Honggeun criticized these problems about the overseas
repatriation policy and the incompetence of the CHA and OKCH. According to Park,
regarding the survey results about cultural properties in Japan done by the Ministry of
Foreign Affairs and CHA in 2013, the OKCH did not even know about the existence of
completed research despite its obvious relevance to this research.
In summary, there are about 15 civic organizations that center on overseas
cultural property repatriation in S. Korea. Two of them are local province-based and
interested in only one particular cultural item. The majority of the 15 groups are not
active in repatriating cultural artifacts; rather they focus on fundraising, raising
awareness by holding seminars, collecting signatures, and campaigning for the needs of
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their movements. In this sense, the CRKCP is distinct from them through its execution
of practical actions and its pursuit of multiple cultural artifacts, all of which are the
result of the creative transformation and innovative ideas of Hyemoon that are exposited
in the following section.
2.4

Hyemoon’s Civic Movement in the Rhetorical Context
At present, Hyemoon and his organization are comparatively well recognized and

acknowledged by their achievements over the last nine years since the CRKCP’s
creation in 2006. However, at the time Hyemoon created the organization, the social
environment in which to launch a new civic movement organization – in addition to the
multitude of existing ones – did not seem promising. As many scholars (Kim, Young
Kyoo, 2009; Oh, Yong-Ho, 2012; Park, Kwnag Hyung, 2013) describe, in the 2000’s,
the South Korean civic movement organizations (CMOs) lost their principal position.
Thus, it was quite challenging to mobilize civil participants. Many reasons for this
demobilization of civil participants have been raised, including a loss in trust in the
leaders of the social movement because of constant bribery scandals and arrests; exleaders migration into the institutional political system; and an accelerated economic
bipolarization influenced by financial restructuring through the intervention of the
International Monetary Fund and exacerbated since 1997.
Under these circumstances, Hyemoon as a creator of and leader of a new CMO
faced several challenges involved with drawing attention to the new organization and
motivating civil support for and participation in it. As pointed out earlier, civil
participants did not rely on the Social Movement Organizations (SMOs) anymore since
the late 1990s in terms of setting agendas, coalescing with other SMOs, and organizing
collective actions. Instead, individual citizens organized and participated in collective
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actions when personal interests were at the stake, a trend which became more and more
obvious in the 2000’s. Thus, in order to appeal to a fragmented and languid civil society,
a new CMO needed to be able to offer novel and fresh goals along with a vision that
were different from pre-existing ones, such as environmental problems, human right
issues, unfair business transactions, protection of consumer rights, or solutions to local
community issues. A new CMO needed to take into consideration the perceptional and
behavioral trends among civic participants at this time. I argue that these were the tasks
that Hyemoon faced as a creator and leader of the Committee for the Return of Korean
Cultural Property. Next I will discuss how Hyemoon’s identity as a young Buddhist
monk was related to this new CMO. Then, I will discuss what aims were selected and
how events were conducive toward overcoming unfavorable issues that the CRKCP
faced in the 2000’s as well as towards reaching Hyemoon’s ultimate underlying goals.
2.4.1

Hyemoon’s Identity as a Leader of Civic Organization
Hyemoon’s identity as a Buddhist monk and his age were conducive to his role as

a leader of the CRKCP, within a context in which the media and public reacted with
strong resentment toward the CMO leaders who were accused of and arrested of
illegitimate, illegal behaviors in the 2000’s. This identity of Hyemoon as a Buddhist
monk thus seemed helpful to counter such distrust of ex-social movement leaders and
politicians who were blamed at the time. In Korean society, Buddhism has been a
fundamental part of the culture for over fifteen centuries and the typical imagery of a
Korean Buddhist monk is of a sincere devotee to the practice of Buddha’s teachings and
to dissemination of such teachings to ordinary people. Buddhist monks are still generally
respected in contemporary S. Korean society, though not unanimously. Most of all,
similar to other religious professionals, Buddhist monks are rarely associated with or
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affiliated with political administrations or politics; rather their engagement with the
public is mainly through the offering of Buddha’s teaching through religious gatherings,
rituals, and events.4
The South Korean Buddhist communities’ passive stance of social engagement
has become controversial, even among Buddhist community members themselves. Such
perceptions about Buddhist religious leaders also have been distinctive from those about
Christian leaders. The religious protestant communities began to show interest and
efforts toward unification since 1981, having organized a meeting between overseas
Korean Protestants and North Korean Protestants in Switzerland. Compared to the
visible and active contribution of Christian communities regarding the interaction with
N. Korea and unification, the contribution of Buddhist communities has been relatively
minor but still existent. Similarly, the degree of social engagement among Buddhist
monks in S. Korean society has been limited. The majority of Buddhist monks shun
engagement in society beyond religious activities; thus there has been much criticism
about this non-involvement not only from citizens but also from the younger generation
of monks.
Backgrounded against such overall perceptions about the Buddhist community
and monks in S. Korean society, Hyemoon seems to be working within a climate of both
disadvantages and advantages. As a member of a Buddhist monk community, it is
expected that he does not participate in social activism, in particular with the issue of
unification and of North Korea. Therefore, a Buddhist monk who is a leader of a civic

4

Surely, there are some Buddhist monks who actively engage in social- work- oriented activities, such as
Ven. Beopryun who is a leader of civic organizations to help underprivileged people in Asia, including
North Korean people for humanitarian issues. However the number of such social activist monks is scarce,
in particular it is not comparable to Christian and Catholic religious leaders. (Kim, Su Jung, 2008).
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organization that shows pro-active cooperation with a North Korean Buddhist
Federation and is concerned deeply with the issue of unification would seem unusual
and singular.
One might argue that the general perception about Buddhist monks as “sincere
and humble” in S. Korean society could be helpful in distancing him from other Civic
Movement Organization leaders who were blamed for their lack of sincerity and
credibility in the late 2000’s. In addition, because the majority of cultural properties in
Korea are both directly and indirectly related to Buddhism, Hyemoon’s status as a
Buddhist monk has contributed to increasing the credibility of his expertise while he has
been dealing with cultural properties. Repatriating cultural properties also seems
relevant to the Buddhist community, improving its relatively weak status compared to
that of the Christian Community regarding issues of social engagement, aiding N.
Korea, and unification.
Cho, Chul-min (2014) asserts that the selection of a particular form of civic
movement action emanates from the available repertoire in a society at a particular time
as well as from an actor’s intentional choice. I therefore postulate that Hyemoon’s
selection of cultural properties as the central focus or topic of his organization arises
both from his intentional choice and from the state of the civic movement in S. Korean
society at the time that he created the CRKCP.
Next I will discuss how the adoption of cultural property as an aim of the
organization worked as a potential strategic advantage for the CRKCP.
2.4.2

Repatriation of Cultural Treasures as New Strategy
When Kim, Young Kyoo (2009) was lamenting about the lack of nationwide

CMOs that work for cultural properties, there were only a handful of organizations and
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groups that were concerned with the issue of repatriating cultural properties in 2006.
Under these circumstances, cultural properties – more specifically “repatriating highly
valuable Korean cultural properties pillaged to overseas” – as an aim of the civic
movement has several potential advantages for engaging the public.
First, reframing the repatriation of national treasure-level cultural properties as a
nation-wide concern was innovative. In 2006, three civic organizations5 that strove for
such repatriation were all based in local areas and targeted one particular item at a time
that was kept in that particular local area until taken away. Under the influence of the
decade of the 2000’s when the major attention of civil society shifted to local grass-root
movements centering on local issues, these three groups on the one hand presented
repatriation as only a local or regional concern. On the other hand, CRKCP proclaimed
repatriation as a nation-wide issue and urgent mission. In S. Korean society, there is an
implicit but clear consensus that national treasure-level cultural properties (NTLCP) and
cultural heritage are precious and valuable, and thus they should be preserved for and
inherited by subsequent generations.
In fact, regarding the substantial numbers of cultural customs lost or forgotten
during the Japanese colonial regime’s prohibition, since 1962 when the law of protecting
cultural properties was passed there have been many efforts to revive traditions that
were undertaken both at the governmental and civic levels. For example, traditional
dance, songs, and rituals were designated by the government as cultural properties and
therefore as embodied entities that represented a nation state (Sung, Ji-Hye, 2006). The

5

World Jikji Culture Association; Recovery Committee of Yicheon Five-story Pagoda (RCYEP); National
Action for Retrieving Yeonji- temple Bell (NARYB) respectively based on Cheongju City, Yicheon City,
Jinju City.

44

revival of such folk-customs as home-brewed liquor is another example; this long-kept
folk tradition had been prohibited by the Japanese colonial regime and designated as an
intangible cultural property since the 1980s (Park, Jin-young, 2009). Thus, it is difficult
to imagine that any Korean dares to refute appeals for repatriation of lost valuable
cultural properties. Furthermore, Hyemoon framed the repatriation of valuable cultural
properties as a national concern, expanding it from the local cities or regional provinces.
As a national concern, the aim could become easily appealing to various Korean publics,
regardless of region, class, social status, political affiliation, gender, generation, or
vocation. Consequentially, at the time this relatively “novel” aim – operating nationally
– could be viewed as an effective choice that attracted “nationwide” attention from the
“unenthusiastic” civil society in S. Korea.
Secondly, the aim has the potential to be commonly shared among South Koreans
and North Koreans. Since divided into two Koreas, socio-cultural gaps as well as
political and economic differences had deepened over the last sixty-five years (Kim,
Goo Hoe, 2013). Many scholars consider these socio-cultural gaps as some of the most
critical challenges toward unification and address the urgency of searching for means to
improve these conditions. While expositing how socio-cultural interaction among the
people of East and West Germany contributed greatly to the unification of Germany,
Kim, Goo Hoe (2013) proposes joint activities involving historic and cultural properties
which promote exchanges and interactions among people in the two Koreas with the aim
of cultivating mutual understanding and cultural integration. Repatriation of cultural
properties has the potential to be an effective long-term goal to facilitate practical
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cooperation centering on concrete objectives. Most of all, such joint activities can be
less influenced by political relational changes in North and South Korean regimes.
Most importantly, the NTLCP was a symbolic medium by which to invoke a
shared collective memory over a thousand years prior to the national division into two
Koreas. The Korean people are known for a long time to have one of the most
homogenous cultures, maintaining clear borders of territory, common language, central
governance as well as common myths of collective origin (Shin, Gi-Wook, 2006; Cheng
1993). Kim Abraham (2008) cites Shin, Freda, and Yi (1999), indicating “Koreans view
of their identity as ‘immutable’ or ‘primordial’ through an imagined conception of
‘Korean blood,’ (hyoltong), regarding themselves as a ‘unitary nation’ (tanil minjok), an
ethnically homogenous and racially distinctive community” (p. 263). Cheng (1993)
describes this characteristics:
Korean sense of nationality had its historical basis. Korea had been a unified
nation since 668 A.D. . There is over a millennium of shared, uninterrupted
history among a homogeneous people with a distinct national language, social
mores and customs, folk religions and world view. The basis of such Korean
identity in the earlier days was predicated upon a strong sense of national
consanguinity, reinforced by neo-Confucianist philosophy, which tended to foster
a notion that Korea was a large extended family. (pp. 134-135)
Schmid (2002) indicates that a “practical historical consciousness” was well
developed in Korea, with a clear boundary line drawn between the territory of the
Korean state and the Qing Empire (China), much earlier than the demarcation line of
European countries. According to Duara (2006), state traditions in Korea started much
earlier than when the modern nation-state was formed, and were accompanied by an
existent common written language and a culturally unified elite at least from the
Goryeo/Koryeo period around the 12th century. Duara asserts that while resisting both
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the Japanese and the “primitive people” in the Manchus area, elites in the Goryeo period
cultivated and maintained the memory of the Goguryeo/Koguryeo Kingdom (B.C. 37 668 A.D.), associating the old kingdom with practical aspects of everyday life such as
the names of food dishes, games, and the heating system of a house. Most importantly,
an emphasis on the myth of Tan’gun was the starting point of the history as a resistance
against Chinese hegemony and Japanese colonialism (Duara, 2006); during attempts to
assimilate the Korean people as relatives of the Japanese people during the colonial rule,
the myth of Tan’gun became the focus of strong sentiment and history of Koreans as a
single race, living in a common territory, using a common language, succeeding from a
common creator, and inheriting the same ancient kingdom.
Thus, cultural properties of past kingdoms including Goguryeo, Goryeo, and
Joseon were not mere artifacts from the past, but were reminders of the shared
collectivity that had endured for a long time as a united single race. This common single
collective entity had been undisturbed until 1948; even throughout the Japanese colonial
rule, the sentiments of the Korean people as an in-group against the Japanese had been
intensified. The imposed division that arose as soon as liberation from Japanese colonial
occupation occurred disturbed the joy of independence as one collectivity on the Korean
peninsula. Then during and after the Korean War in 1950 although Korea was divided
into two political states and antagonism existed between the regimes, people on both
sides believe themselves still to be one people (Song, Sulgi, 2014; Shin, Gi-Wook, 2006;
Kim Abraham, 2008). Thus, lost cultural properties remind both Koreas of this shared
collective memory, including of the Japanese occupation and the Korean War.
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Considering that the majority of cultural properties were stolen and destroyed
during these two historic events, lost cultural properties not only draw attention to the
tragedies of these past wars, but also to the present state of collective identity that was
disrupted and divided into two Koreas through their existence. In other words, cultural
properties that were created a long time ago when the division of South and North Korea
did not exist can be seen as visible, materialized tokens that invoke the cohesive identity
of a single collectivity that was forcefully severed, and relatively recently, compared to
the length of time the cultural property represents. Therefore, cooperating for
repatriating a NTLCP can be seen as an effective means to remind and highlight the
shared collective memory, identity, and cultural sameness of these two countries for
over thousands of years, which in turn could facilitate conducive interaction toward
unification.
Repatriation of national treasure-level cultural properties (NTLCP) had another
significant role affecting the relationship between the two Koreas at the time when the
CRKCP was founded. The unilateral aid, donations, and support given to N. Korea from
S. Korea – such as humanitarian aid, helping to build hospitals, and the joint
development of industrial parks – demonstrated a visible power imbalance between the
two Koreas and exposed it as problematic. On the other hand, the activities of
repatriating NTLCP could provide equal terms for both Koreas for developing more bilateral relationships between the two. In fact, the North Korean government was in a
relatively superior position because it still retained the legal right of claiming properties
lost during the colonial period from the Japanese government, unlike S. Korea that had
given this right up through the Hanil Treaty in 1965.
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Thirdly, NTLCP could situate the current problems between South and North
Korea within a broader frame of world history beyond the Korean peninsula. Since the
majority of repatriated items were illegitimately transferred overseas during Japanese
colonial rule and the Korean War, the repatriation movement inevitably draws people’s
attention to these historic events and related collective memories. Most Korean people
believe that the Japanese colonization of Korea was the origin of the division of Korea
into two Koreas. It is also a general view among Korean people that the Soviet Union
and the United States not only caused the division of the Korean peninsula by drawing a
38 degree parallel line but also solidified the division through the Korean War (Kim,
Yeong Hwan, 2001). In the context of the 2000’s, for the S. Korean social and civic
movement whose primary concern had been solely on local issues and individuals’
interests, repatriation of cultural properties came to provide an opportunity to reflect
upon the current status of S. Korean society and its social problems from a more macrostructural dimension, within the context of the historicity of Korea in relation to
neighboring powerful states and the world; moreover, this new reflection extended not
only to issues related to the Japanese colonial rule of Korea but also to world-wide
imperialistic colonialism, power struggles during the cold war period, cultural
imperialism, neo-liberalism, and globalization.
In particular, since 1995 when the incumbent president Kim Young-sam
proclaimed a national “policy of globalization,” the influence of neo-liberalism surged
throughout every sector of S. Korea and there have been growing concerns about losing
a local, native cultural uniqueness or particularity to the sweeping homogenizing
tendency of neo-liberalism. The worldwide phenomenon of the repatriation movement
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among ex-colonized countries therefore did not seem quite accidental, but rather a
reaction to these surging globalization trends. In this sense, the retrieval of collective
properties also can be perceived as arising from a concern for the national collective
identity being at stake, midst the escalating influence of neo-liberalism in the 2000’s that
was intertwined with domestic and international structural changes.
Fourthly, repatriation of NTLCP could be seen as part of “a new movement” to
overcome the crisis that civic movements of S. Korea were facing. Cho, Chul-min
(2014) suggests that the expansion of citizens’ participation calls for the necessity to
create a new movement that facilitates the empowerment of citizens. He approaches the
crisis of the 2000’s civic movement from the behavioral trends of civic participation,
tracing the change since the 1980’s. He argues that the “confrontational-professional”
repertoire – such as the rallies and demonstrations popular in the 1980’s – arose from the
influence of the radical social movement for democratization that was not popular and
effective any longer in the 1990’s. Two significant streams of civic movement trends
appeared and were prevalent in the 1990’s: Cho, Chul-min (2014) differentiates between
“advocacy for people” and “mobilization of people” and action repertoires of
“persuasive-professional” and “persuasive-participatory.”
Persuasive-professional actions on the one hand were advocacy activities
generally enacted from the cooperation between professional activists and experts in
their fields, engaged in articulating issues publicly, constructing counter-discourses,
changing social systems, taking legal action, and counseling and reporting social
problems. In particular, since the local self-government restarted, requests for public
information via civil audits appeared as a new form of civil action. On the other hand,
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persuasive-participatory actions aimed to change perceptions and consciousness of
citizens and thereby motivate their participation. During the 2000’s, however, persuasive
participatory actions of the 1990’s changed their focus from “mobilization” to
“empowerment.” The difference between the two reflects the changed dynamics
between the role of CMOs and civil participants: “mobilization is that the
activist/organization leads people to participate, empowerment is that people have the
initiative and the activist/organization facilitates people to voluntary action” (Cho, Chulmin, 2014, p. 403).
Hyemoon adopted the behavioral trends of “persuasive professional” and
“persuasive participants.” Most importantly, he did not focus on “mobilization” but
rather on “empowerment” while he utilized these two action repertoires. NTLCP was a
flexible subject to accommodate Hyemoon’s action repertoires for both persuasiveprofessional and persuasive-participatory acts. For professional actions, the issues or
problems were usually difficult ones for ordinary citizens to address in their everyday
lives. Repatriation of NTLCP thus could be considered beyond the scope of individual
citizens’ daily lives as problems and goals to solve. In order to achieve these goals,
sometimes a high degree of skills are required that involve conducting research,
preparing legitimate evidence, and negotiating, all of which need a certain professional
expertise and knowledge about cultural properties, international law, and archival
research skills and documenting. As a professional activist, Hyemoon enacted these
persuasive-professional actions that included articulating issues publicly, constructing
counter-discourses, taking legal actions, requesting public information, and civil
auditing.
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In additional, the repatriation of national treasure-level cultural properties has the
space for persuasive-participatory actions for citizens in addition to these professional
actions. Of note is that repatriation of NTLCP was not conceivable since the action
repertoire did not belong to the civic sector by the time that the CRKCP was created; it
was regarded instead as governmental business. More precisely, it was hardly
conceivable that ordinary people could engage in repatriating NTLCP. The Hanil
Treaty6 was one of the fundamental reasons that people did not think of the possibility of
demanding lost cultural properties from the Japanese government. The prolonged
negotiation of Uigwe with France (discussed in detail in a later chapter) between the
presidents of two countries since 1993 might have strengthened the impression that
repatriation of NTLCP is the mission of government, not the concern of ordinary
citizens. Thus, Hyemoon’s discursive action to present repatriation of NTLCP as a goal
achievable by citizens was innovative and empowering to citizens.
Moreover, unlike confrontational-participation, persuasive-participation relies on
non-violent actions without imposed pressure to participate and any risks at stake.
Individual citizens therefore have the autonomy and power to decide their own support
and participation. In other words, motivated citizens have the choice to participate,
flexibly with hardly any risk. There are various degrees of engagement: people can give
support by simply agreeing with the necessity for the movement, by participating in
fundraising and collecting signatures, by accompanying a negotiating delegation, or by

The official title is “The Treaty on Basic Relations between Japan and the Republic of Korea,” which is
usually referred to as the Hanil Treaty among S. Koreans. There were diplomatic meetings held six times
between 1952 and 1965 to normalize the political relationship between S. Korea and Japan after the end of
colonial rule. In 1965, Park Chung-hee signed an agreement that S. Korea had no further claim regarding
lost or stolen cultural properties nor would victims receive compensation via lump sums of money or loans.
6
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more actively participating in the whole procedure. Regardless of the type of action,
participation in the repatriation of NTLCP signifies one’s involvement in an important
national concern: empowering citizens as their own “bosses” who have autonomy and
power to engage in nationwide social matters instead of remaining as indifferent
bystanders who entrust the important issues to the administration or politicians.
In this section, I have addressed how Hyemoon’s identity was related to his role
as a leader of a new civic movement organization in 2006. Then I discussed how the
main goal of the movement that Hyemoon selected had potential advantages in gaining
attention from the South Korean people regardless of class, political orientation,
residence, and vocation against the backdrop of stagnated social and civic movement
organizations and inactive civic participation. I further explored this issue from the
perspective of the Buddhist community, South and North Korean relationships, and the
stream of globalization and neo-liberalism. However, it is neither my intention to assert
that all the advantages that I raised came to fruition, nor that the advantages directly
assigned meaning or significance to Hyemoon’s repatriation movement and discourse.
At this point, what I can offer is that we will explore here how these potentialities
operate within Hyemoon’s rhetoric when he articulates Korean identity, and what
repatriation of national treasure-level cultural properties means to Koreans. In the
subsequent four chapters, through describing and analyzing discursive texts with regard
to particular events, I examine how national treasure-level cultural properties and their
repatriation are at the center of – and mediate – the meaning-making process of
Hyemoon’s own and the Korean people’s identity, of the collective experience, of
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memories of the past, of perceptions of the present, and of visions for the future, all of
which are intertwined with socio-historic, political, religious, and moral dimensions.
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CHAPTER 3
DEFENDING NAEWONAM
3.1

Introduction
Focusing on place and national identity, in this chapter I explore how South

Korean social actors construct normative national identities in the post-colonial context. I
discuss how such identity construction processes are related to and engage present sociopolitical issues in the aftermath of Japanese colonial rule. Specifically, I focus on how
Hyemoon’s discourses of “place” work to construct normative South Korean identity in a
post-colonial society. In particular, drawing on data from mass media reports and
Hyemoon’s personal blog, I explore how and what historic, cultural, and religious
resources (e.g., knowledge, public memory) associated with place, community, people,
and cultural artifacts are represented in Hyemoon’s words to evoke a sense of shared
identities among community members. Focusing on the case of the Naewonam temple, in
which Hyemoon was closely involved, I argue that the normative, legitimate national
identity he constructs is that of a defender of the temple, region, and the country, which
will be discussed more in detail in Analysis.
This chapter begins with an overview of existing literature about national identities
as communicative/rhetorical constructions and how such constructions are accomplished
in relation to place. Next, I address social context and outline the progress of the
Naewonam campaign. Thus contextualized, I analyze: (1) Hyemoon’s constructions of
meaning of Naewonam region and community; (2) the rhetorical work of a particular
hiking event organized to defend Naewonam; and (3) the rhetorical work of a candlelight
vigil event in Jogyesa. Finally, the chapter concludes with summary and discussion.
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3.2

Literature Review
Handler (1994) argues that national identities are created by “symbolic processes

that emerge and dissolve in particular contexts of action” instead of “existing as
primordial entities” (p. 30). In a similar vein, Bucholtz and Hall (2004) emphasize that
identity is not inherent in the individual, but emergent from socially negotiated
interaction with other social members. I am aligned with the ideas and will approach
Hyemoon’s actions (both practical and discursive) as a process of identity construction –
in relation to himself, the Naewonam community members, competing outgroup
members, and South Korean nationals as a whole.
3.2.1

Critical Geography and Theorizing Place as a Social Construction
McKinnon (2011) cautions that when social science researchers ask geographic

questions, they need not only to consider “where things occur, but also why and how they
occur in one place and not another” (p. 458). This point at the active social construction
of historic events and places is a needed area of study. Thus, McKinnon seems to echo
Said’s revolutionary idea about “place,” which is “not an inert fact of nature. It is not
merely there” (as cited in Tangherlini & Yea, 2008, p. 3). Highlighting Said’s influence
in critical geography, Kasbarian (1996) points out:
First, it [Said’s treatment of place] revamps long-held notions of space and
landscape as inert platforms, grids, or containers upon within which social
relations unfold, and instead treats them as fluid dynamic forces which are
produced by and in turn produce social relations. Indeed, viewed in this way,
space and society become inseparable; second they enlarge the purview of
geography to embrace spaces not only bound up with material “objective”
patterns and processes, but also spaces of a metaphorical “subjective” kind that
may play equally impressive roles through cultural production and ideological
formation. (as cited in Tangherlini & Yea, 2008, p. 3)
Building on the basic foundation asserted by Said and Kasbarian, Tangherlini and
Yea (2008) articulate that “[in] critical geographies, landscapes, place, and space are seen
56

to be as much created by imagination as by their physical reality” (p. 3). The authors
espouse the importance of Geertz’s (1973) “thick description” in order to understand
what people do, grounded in a detailed and deep consideration of the intertwined
economic, political, and social processes. They propose that “truly thick description”
needs to “take account of geographic process - processes beyond examining economic
and political realms” (p. 1). In other words, Tangherlini and Yea assert that it is critical
for scholars of human behavior to consider how people influence geographies and their
meanings, and, in turn, how geographies influence what people do. They argue that this
process of mutual constitution is on-going, “in an endless feedback loop” (p. 1), and so
should be its critical consideration. Tangherlini and Yea suggest specific questions for
critical, cultural, historical and social geographers to engage with, including questions
“about national (and subnational, regional, local, and imagined) identity, symbolic
spaces, imagined landscapes and territories, contested places, representations of
geographical identity and belonging through place/space, and geographies of resistance
and dominance” (p. 2).
Informed by scholarship in critical geography, I adopt the concept of “place” not
only as literal, physical, material location/land but also as semiotic, symbolic, and
metaphoric construct, as Bender (1993) asserts that “landscapes are created by people —
through their experience and engagement with the world” (p. 1). Borrowing from Paul
Carter’s (1987) concept of “spatial history,” I also view place as a stage where social
actors “inscribed and re-inscribed” their cultural and interpretive traces through changing
time. The inscription or trace is mediated and accomplished by language and/in
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interactions. In short, I align with critical geographers’ orientation to place as socially
constructed in teleological narratives and enacted in historic traces through time.
3.2.2

Place and Identity
A key topic in critical geography is how place and identity (national, regional,

communal, collective) are interrelated and mutually constitutive. In other words, it is not
only people who assign meanings to a place, but also a place profoundly affects and
shapes the identity of people with both interrelated meaning-making processes
developing over time (McDowell, 1997).
In one study, Osborne (2001), evoking Anderson’s (1983) theory of imagined
communities, claims that a Canadian national identity was intentionally and strategically
created in order to integrate people with various geographies, histories, and ethnicities.
As an important strategy used in these processes, he notes that creation and circulation of
symbolic places and place symbolism plays a significant role. The role of “the geography
of identity,” defined as “peoples’ identification with particular places,” is “essential for
the cultivation of an awareness—an a-where-ness—of national identity,” serving as
“mnemonic devices for national cohesion” (Osborne, p. 41, emphasis original).
Challenging assumption of naturalness, Osborne posits that landscapes are “assemblages
of humanly produced material forms, they constitute cultural records arranged
palimpsest-like through time and space that may be interrogated as artifacts and
symbolically loaded signifiers of meanings” (p. 43). Thus, some places that are loaded
with symbolically significant landmarks of the past work to nurture “national narratives,
shared values, and putative hopes for the future” (p. 41) as a site of memory.
Some critical geographers (Pile, 1997; Routledge, 1997) suggest that places
created by marginalized groups or communities can be utilized as a resource of resistance
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by mobilizing the meaning of places. Sibley (1995) and Keith (1997) propose the term
“geographies of resistance” to refer to how oppressed groups can articulate their counterhegemonic claims utilizing significant places. Tangherlini and Yea (2008) also discuss
the idea of negotiating the significance of places as resistance activities.
Pile (1997) notes that places do not exist simply as a backdrop where resistance
takes place. For example, when demonstrations are held on the street, the resistance can
be easily viewed as “self-evident, that geography is an inert, fixed, isotropic backdrop to
the real stuff of politics and history” (p. 4). Contrary to such an approach, critical
geographers focus on how the meaning of place itself is constitutive of resistance, or
mutually constitutive. Stressing the space making (both virtual and actual) as a way of
resistance, Castells (1983) argues that territorial claim by creating a district in San
Francisco was crucial resistant action for gay movements. Similarly, Vallentine (2001)
argues “spatial visibility” by creating gay ghetto or performing street protests was
important to create dissident gay identities, which in turn “(re)produce these spaces as
lesbian and gay spaces in which sexual identities can be, and are forged” (p. 5). He
stresses the mutual constitution of place and sexual identity, beyond mere reciprocal
interaction or reflection.
Approaching a place as a site of resistance is important to understanding the
Naewonam case because Hyemoon and other social actors utilize the meaning of place
rhetorically to construct and bolster resistive identities. The actors literally utilize the
meaning of places by visiting or taking concrete actions in the place. The actors also
engage in virtual spaces. Specifically, in the Naewonam case, many of these meaningcreation and negotiation processes were facilitated online via a newspaper forum and
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Hyemoon’s blog. Expanding the concept of place beyond the physical materiality of land,
thus, allows us to see the internet as a critical space, where more various and multiple
voices can be heard, contending, arguing, supporting, criticizing the issue of the
Naewonam case.
3.2.3

Sense of Place and Identity in the Post-Colonial Society
The social actions I explore are situated in a South Korean post-colonial context.

Colonialism is often accompanied by brutal violence, especially related to “acquiring
landmass and political dominance” (Clare, 2009, p. 10). Although political independence
often (e.g., African nation states after the Second World War, Palestine) brings back
some of the landmass and political control to the people in post-colonial societies, the
hidden forces in the institutional and cultural dimensions are not as easily dismantled or
removed. Political, economic, legal, social, and personal values affected from
institutionalized systems during the colonial period often remain long after colonial
control ends. Thus, activists who are engaged in decolonizing social movements try to
dismantle the remaining or persistent values in various dimensions of post-colonial
society (Ashcroft, Griffiths, & Tiffin, 1998).
As an illustrating example, Olaniyan (2000) discusses how European countries
destroyed and replaced indigenous African physical space, institutions, and epistemology.
The formations of some contemporary African nations were based on geo-political
boundaries which were dictated by previous colonial states. He laments that “The
geopolitical boundaries of contemporary African nations were determined solely by the
exigencies of colonial conquest” (p. 270). Those imposed formations, by ignoring the
traditional indigenous boundaries brought tragic consequences that provide “irrefutable
evidence” of “the postcolonial crisis of the African state, so lamented globally” (pp. 27260

273). The implication is not only the disruption of material place and its effect, but also
disturbed space/sense of consciousness and identity even after liberation from the
formally subjugated condition of colonial rule.
In similar vein, Stoddard (2012) points out that the economic and political
institutionalization of space during the colonial period affects the post-colonial subjects’
view about space even after the end of colonial rule. Stoddard demonstrates that the same
material place is read distinctly differently depending on differently positioned people in
the same post-colonial landscape. To the indigenous people who experienced harshness
of colonial control, the estates and plantations are viewed as a symbol of the colonial
master/control or a painful past. However, descendants of the landlord or planters and
tourists perceive the same ruins of the estates and remains of the plantations with invested
nostalgia and romanticism for the colonial past. She argues that:
. . . colonization permanently shaped and marked the land with its traces . . . Yet
space is important partly because it registers different layers of time, of memory
and history. . . . The landscape itself was a palimpsest, containing contested
narratives of history and culture. (Stoddard, 2012, p. 4)
The relationships between one’s national, community, and place identities are
extremely sensitive in the context of the post-colonial state. As Ashcroft, Griffiths, and
Tiffin (2002) posit, the issue of “place and displacement” is prevalent in post-colonial
literatures. They indicate that the central feature of post-colonial literatures is for
developing and recovering “an effective identifying relationship between self and place”
(p. 8) as a way of recovering agency and healing traumatic experiences of being alienated
- politically, economically, and symbolically - from one’s own home place.
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3.2.4

Memory Place and Discourse/Rhetoric
Rhetorical approaches to the relationship between place and public memory

provide another important theoretical background to my analysis of Hyemoon’s
discourse/rhetoric of memory/memorable places. Dickinson, Blair, and Ott (2010) define
rhetoric as “the study of discourse, events, objects, and practices that attends to their
character as meaningful, legible, partisan, and consequential” (p. 2). Dickinson et al.
(2010) emphasize that the most important aspect of rhetoric is that it is a “public” activity
and assert that “rhetorical legibility is predicated in publicly recognizable symbolic
activity in context” (p. 4, italic original). In that sense, the construct of “public memory”
is crucial when creating and remembering historic places as publicly recognizable and
legible among a community. Here, I adopt the concept of “memory” as “an activity of
collectivity rather than (or in addition to) individuated, cognitive work” (Dickinson et al.,
2010, pp. 5-6).
Dickinson et al. (2010) construe “public memory” as “beliefs about the past” that
were taking place “among members of a group, whether a local community or the
citizens of a nation-state” (p. 6). They argue that place is a memory apparatus and
“memory place” is a “material support of public memory” (p. 24). As representative
memory places they list “museums, preservation sites, battlefield, and memorials” (p.
24).
Cosgrove (1998) addresses the interlocking relationship among place, discourse,
and social groups. He eloquently delineates, “landscape constitutes a discourse through
which identifiable social groups historically have framed themselves and their relations
with both the land and with other human groups, and that this discourse is closely related
epistemically and technically to ways of seeing” (p. xiv). What is significant here is how
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a social group positions itself in relation to a place and to other social groups. This is a
discursive positioning through the articulation of a worldview, inflected with narratives
of place, as a significant element of identity. Put differently, discourse about a place
communicates the identity and worldview of the people who transformed the place from
mere material entity into a particular socially meaningful text/context. Schein’s (1997)
term “discourse materialized” refers to processes of imbuing material places with
ideological views. I argue also that discursive representations of place are strategic
communicative actions through which a social community derives a particular social,
political, and moral identity.
In sum, informed by critical geographers’ view of place, in this chapter, I explore
the environment of Naewonam, not as “inert” but as a set of strategic actions - “people
engage with it, re-work it, appropriate and contest it” (Bender, 1993, p. 3). Furthermore,
considering links between discourses of place, public memory, and identity, I focus on
how engaging Naewonam as a symbol serves to create and dispute identities, particularly
the South Korean national identity in the post-colonial context.
3.3

Context

3.3.1

The Legal Battle for Naewonam
Naewonam is a little temple, but has rich history. It is located in Mt. Surak in

Gyeonggi Province. Depending on the starting point, it takes between 1 and 2 hours to
get to it from Seoul. According to the Encyclopedia of Korean Culture
(http://encykorea.aks.ac.kr/),1 the temple was built in Silla period (B.C. 57-A.D. 935),

1

The Encyclopedia is made by Academy of Korean Studies (AKS) founded by Ministry of Education &
Science Technology of South Korea. Between 1980- 88, research was done and 27 volumes were compiled
between 1988 and 1991. In 2001, digital version was published. It is widely perceived as the most
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but came to be popular when King Sukjong of Joseon Dynasty begot a son in 1693,
allegedly thanks to praying in the temple. Since then, the temple has gained a reputation
as a lucky place, particularly when praying for having a baby. After King Jeongjo’s son
was born, the temple established close connection with royal families and was given a
title as a “sacred temple” in 1795, which is used as an alias of the temple until now.
Although the temple was completely burnt during the Korean War, rebuilding projects
have been continued, rebuilt or renovated seven times since 1955. The area where the
temple is located is known for several tourist spots and hiking courses, popular to the
people from Seoul city.
Contentions about ownership of the land originated as a result of the colonial rule.
After annexing Korea, the Japanese colonial government took away about 60 % of
Korean land, which was the majority of the public land and owned by the Yi dynasty.
Some part of the forfeited land was bestowed to Korean collaborators in the annexation
as in the case of Naewonam. Since 1990, there have been about 30 law suits to claim the
right to some land by descendants of collaborators, most of which were only against S.
Korean government. The case of Naewonam was the first legal action against a temple.
The plaintiffs who claimed the property right of Naewonam area are the
descendants of Lee Haechang (1895-1945). Lee was a noble born in Joseon Dynasty but
became a marquis when he was bestowed the status from Japanese Emperor for his

extensive encyclopedia about Korean culture. AKS homepage
(http://intl.aks.ac.kr/english/viewforum.php?f=88) introduces the encyclopedia as:
The Encyclopedia of Korean Culture is a comprehensive and exhaustive reference work on Korean culture
and one of the most authoritative works of its kind published to date in Korea. Since the completion of this
landmark work on Korean culture, AKS has been continuously updating and complementing its content to
ensure its continued relevance into the digital age.
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distinctive contribution for annexing Korea to Japan (1910). The status of marquis was
the highest rank bestowed to Koreans throughout the colonial period. Thus, Lee
Haechang is categorized as first level collaborator and his name is in the Who’s Who
Dictionary on Pro-Japanese Collaborators.2 For his collaboration, Lee was awarded
other benefits, much money, and land, such as area of Naewonam. The land at stake in
the lawsuit was about 50 acres from the 200 acres Lee’s descendants alleged own.3 The
plaintiffs argued that the land was given from the Japanese Government-General of
Korea in 1917, but the document of registration was burnt during the Korean War. Now,
the plaintiffs claimed to have secured relevant evidence to prove ownership and
demanded retribution of the land. There have been 35 cases of similar legal claim, among
which 16 were completed and the rest were being processed at the time when the
Naewonam lawsuit was publicized (Kim, Young-gyun, 2005).
Hyemoon became involved in the Naewonam issue because of his position at the
time, responsible for managing the branch temples of Bongseonsa. Naewonam was one
of the 27 branch temples. When the Naewonam issue was resolved, Hyemoon was
selected as a figure of 2005 by Hyundae Bulgyo, one of the major Buddhist newspapers
in South Korea. The newspaper praised his contribution to passing legislation of Special
Law to Redeem Pro-Japanese Collaborators’ Property (SLRPCP). At first, it may sound
strange that Hyemoon, who is a Buddhist monk, played a critical role in creating
legislation, but he contributed in two ways: providing legal rationale for legitimizing

2

The dictionary is compiled by Institution for Research in Collaborationist Activities and known as the
most representative one among similar kinds of publicized lists of the collaborators names and activities.
3

At the time of the litigation, the price of the land in the area was going up because of a rumor that there
would be high priced condominiums would be built in the area where relatively near to Seoul and popular
for its green environment.
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SLRPCP and leading a campaign for Naewonam Defense as a part of bigger social
movement. In the following section, I describe dilemmas and controversies around the
legislation, as well as how Hyemoon contributed to solving the problem. After that, I
show how the campaign progressed.
3.3.2

The Social Context of SLRPCP
Ashcroft et al. (1998) point out how the effects of institutionalized social-political-

economic-legal systems are not easily removed from ex-colonized countries after
achieving political independence. The Naewonam campaign presents such a case in the
colonial aftermath. One of the serious socio-political issues in the South Korean society
when liberated from the colonizer was Chinil Cheongsan (literal meaning is settling the
issue of pro-Japanese collaboration) as an essential part of decolonization. Chinil
Cheongsan generally refers to publicizing and punishing pro-active Japanese
collaborators called Chinilpa (in Korean) who actively support or have supported the
imperial policy of Japan and cooperated in colonizing and controlling Korea.
Discourse about Chinilpa is very popular in S. Korean society. According to Song,
Yeon-Jee (2013) Chinilpa discourse is grounded in S. Korean people’s beliefs that
problems in post-1945 South Korean history can be attributed to “the failure of punishing
pro-Japanese collaborators under colonial rule (1910-1945) immediately after Korea’s
liberation from Japan” (p. 1). The belief also includes that non-punished Chinilpa not
only damaged the historical legitimacy and national spirit of the newly born nation-state,
but also blocked democratization process for a long time because powerful political elites
have been directly and indirectly related to Chinilpa.
Chinilpa Cheongsan (purging the Chinilpa or resettling Chinilpa issue) Movement
was developed throughout 1990s. For several different reasons, however, the punishment
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of Chinilpa did not have substantial progress until 2004.4 An Important milestone was the
campaign for the legislation of the Chinil Investigation Law from 2002 to 2004. The law
was proclaimed in 2005 and the presidential investigation committee for solving the issue
was created. However, at the time of passing the law, 60-100 years had passed since
Chinilpa’s actions occurred and most of the pro-collaborators were already dead. This
made the law ineffective in all practical ways other than revealing Chinilpa’s names and
activities.
On the other hand, a more urgent social concern in 2005 was Chinilpa descendants’
ownership of lands that they had allegedly inherited from Chinilpa parents or
grandparents. Legal battles had raised social concern and there was an attempt to pass the
Special Law to Redeem Pro-Japanese Collaborators' Property. However, the proposed
law met a two-fold legal dilemma: firstly, the law violated individual property rights as
defined in civic law; secondly, the law would have had to be enacted retroactively, which
would have violated the constitution.
Considering this, Hyemoon approached Chinilpa descendants’ lawsuit in a
creative way. Noting his creative approach, the Newspaper Hyundae Bulgyo observed:
Against the lawsuit filed by the Lee Haechang’s descendants, he [Hyemoon]
created a counter-logic by requesting the review of its legality to the top court, by
researching all kinds of historic documents and reviewing codes of law. The
request of reviewing the conformity to the constitution was based on the spirit of
opening phrases of the Constitution which is the spirit of March First Movement,
which gave positive shock to the legal community that was frustrated but could
not do anything against Chinilpa descendant’s land-property ownership claim,

4

As soon as Korea was liberated from Japanese colonial rule, there was an attempt to make a special
committee to investigate pro-Japanese collaborators but failed by the opposition of U.S. Military rule that
utilized them to administrate Korea. In 1948, the law of punishing anti-national activities was made but
failed because President Syngman Rhee’s protection of Chinilpa from whom he got financial support. Then,
the Korean War broke out. Most of all, when President Park Chung-hee gained political power by May 16
military coup d’etat in 1961, talking about Chinilpa - became a taboo because Park himself was a Chinilpa.
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restricted by the logic of civic law about the right of assets. (Hyundae Bulgyo,
2005)
As the above excerpt shows, Hyemoon’s legal counterattack against the plaintiffs who
claimed Naewonam redefined the issue was based on two points. First, Hyemoon
contended that an individual’s right of property, as defined in civic law, must not apply to
proactive Chinilpa and their assets obtained as a reward for their collaboration with
Japanese colonial authority. As a legal rationale of that assertion, Hyemoon cites (1) the
opening phrase of the constitution: “Republic of Korea succeeds the spirit and legal
tradition of the March First Movement that founded the Provisional Government . . .” and
(2) article 101 in the original constitution that acknowledges the exception of retroactive
application of laws to the punishment of pro-active Japanese collaborators prior to Aug.
15, 1945. Hyemoon responded to the contention that article 101 had been abolished, by
asserting that such changes in the law did not justify rejecting the spirit of the constitution
that declares the centrality of the March First Movement and the Provisional Government
to post-colonial S. Korea.
Hyemoon’s ideological contribution as part of the Naewonam defense movement
has been described as “publicizing the will of the Buddhist community to clarify history
and providing a motivation to draw attention to the anti-Japanese fighting tradition of
Bongseonsa” (Hyundae Bulgyo, 2005). Hyemoon not only propagated the legal solution
of the Naewonam issue, setting up a precedent, but also constructed collective identity
through discourse and social events, which provide the analytic focus of this chapter.
Prior to presenting this analysis, I briefly summarize the development of the campaign for
Naewonam.
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3.3.3

The Naewonam Campaign
The following events, marking key point in the Naewonam Campaign are listed

and described chronologically:
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Table 1. Progress of the Naewonam Campaign
2004, Dec. 24

A civil lawsuit was filed against the little temple Naewonam,
which owns most of the mountain areas that surround it. A group
of 21 people claimed ownership of the land-property in the
mountain area, as well as of the Naewonam Temple building

2005, May 24

Following a report of the Naewonam case filed with the
Bongseonsa, the Buddhist community began to plan how to cope
with the issue
Bongseonsa filed a constitutional petition and announced a
statement regarding it, which drew mass-media attention, with
three Broadcasting Systems and sixteen newspapers reporting it
as primary news
Institution for Research in Collaborationist Activities joined
Bongseonsa. On the same day, the Lay Buddhist Association of
Jogye Order made a statement in support of the campaign

2005, Aug. 8

2005, Aug. 17

2005, Aug. 18

The plaintiffs notified their intention to withdraw the legal case
and suggested same action to Bongseonsa

2005, Aug. 31

Bongseonsa decided not to consent to the plaintiffs’ dropping the
charges. They decided to organize a candlelight vigil in Jogyesa
to prevent the Chinilpa descendants from retrieving the assets

2005, Sept. 11

The postponement of vigil was announced, because of the sudden
death of the head of the Jogye Order

2005, Sept. 25
2005, Sept. 27

Naewonam Defense Hike was held. The vigil was rescheduled
for Oct. 6
The plaintiffs visited Bongseonsa for an apology

2005, Oct. 6

Candlelight vigil was held in Jogyesa

2005, Nov. 30

Verification of Naewonam’s historicity was held by a judge

2005, Dec. 7

Special Law to Redeem Pro-Japanese Collaborators' Property
(SLRPCP) was passed by the Legislation and Judiciary
Committee
SLRPCP was passed in a National Assembly Plenary session

2005, Dec. 8
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3.4

Analysis

3.4.1

Defending Naewonam/Bongseonsa
As described above, the Naewonam campaign attracted significant media

attention. One newspaper (i.e., Segye Times) published the following in regards to
Hyemoon and the legal issue of Naewonam:
Hyemoon is the first person who puts the breaks on the issue of retrieving the land
by Chinilpa, by filing the legal request to review whether the retrieving of land
conforms to the constitution. The legal request is possible to file only by parties,
directly involved in ownership claims of the property. Most of the land claimed
by Chinilpa was state-owned land, but the government has not been involved
actively in the matter. Since Naewonam belongs to Bongseonsa, Hyemoon was
able to qualify as a defendant. (Segye Times, 2005)
I present the above to stress how identity matters and is tied to place in the Naewonam
issue. The above excerpt indicates that a person’s (or a group’s) legal right is important
when one claims ownership of a place or is motivated to defend the “rightful” ownership
of a place. Beyond that, however, I argue that when places are valued and honored for
something more than their material worth, then moral rights, obligations, and identities
matters as much, if not more, as legal rights.
Hyemoon’s rhetoric of Naewonam is basically predicated on articulating the moral
identity of the people in a particular place and the meaning of the place to that identity. In
this section, I examine how Hyemoon constructs Bongseonsa Naewonam as a special
place imbued with the spirit of the anti-colonial independence movement from which he
draws identity of the people who defend the place. In the process of meaning-making of
places, he centralizes two prominent figures, Unheo and Unam - both of whom are wellknown independence movement activists and monks who had close relationship with
Bongseonsa. In the analysis below, I focus on three points. First, how Hyemoon
constructs a particular meaning of Bongseonsa related to the two figures. Second, how
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Hyemoon creates the identification between the two figures and monks who currently
reside in Bongseonsa and positions the latter as successors of the former. Third, how
Hyemoon polarizes different actors, acts, and moral stances.
3.4.2

Naewonam as a Special Place Defended by Anti-colonial Activist Monks
In the process of constructing meanings of places, Hyemoon actively utilizes the

duality of language in terms of meaning: referential and social. The former is semantic or
grammatically derived; the latter is inferential, pragmatic or contextual meaning, which is
a resource for creating multiple, rich associations to social life and culture in a given
society. In this campaign, by establishing a specific relationship between Bongseonsa and
the figures that actively resisted to colonial rule and dictatorship Hyemoon assigned
special meaning to the place and defined the boundary of community and its moral
membership. He drew heavily on inferential social meanings derived from historic,
cultural, socio-political, and religious resources shared among Koreans. In Hyemoon’s
discourse, the place is not an inert background but rather at the center of meaning-making
by connecting various actors, acts, stances and moral, communal, and national identity.
3.4.2.1 Unheo
To represent Bongseonsa as important meaningful place, Hyemoon first associated
the place to a historic figure named Unheo (1892-1980). Hyemoon referred to the place
as “pervaded with the spirit of Ven. Unheo who was at the forefront in the fighting
against Japanese colonialists” as an independence movement fighter “who devoted his
youth to Korea Liberation Corps (An anti-Japanese resistance group organized in 1913
which is known as the first armed group” (Park, Ik-sun, 2005a). Second, Hyemoon
presented Unheo as “a great monk who used to be ex-guiding teacher of Bongseonsa”
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(Hyundae Bulgyo, 2005). Third, Hyemoon expanded the parameter the lawsuit affects
from Naewonam to Buddhist community and nation state.
Relating to Unheo’s identity as an independence movement fighter and ex-guiding
teacher of Bongseonsa, Hyemoon asserted, “It should not be allowed for the descendants’
of collaborators to assert their ownership (of the land) in this region/area where Unheo’s
sprit of fighting against Japanese colonialists is permeated” (Park, Ik-sun, 2005a). Here,
Hyemoon framed the region of Bongseonsa as a place imbued with the monk Unheo’s
sprit of fighting against Japanese colonial rule and compares the parallel stances of
imagined actors and actions. In order to see the comparison, the time dimension is
critical. The table below can be helpful to see implied contrasting stances and actors
between the past (colonial period) and the present (at the time of lawsuit).
Table 2. Contrast between Actors and Act in the Past and Present
Time
Past
Past

Actors
Lee
Unheo

Act
Collaborating with Japanese colonialists
Fighting against Japanese colonialists

Present

Lee’s descendants

Present

Bongseonsa

Claiming land property ownership of the
Naewonam area
Fighting against Lee’s descendants’ claim

Although only the shaded parts are clearly mentioned in the above excerpt, the other
contrasting actors and their acts can be easily inferred as above. Hyemoon implicitly
paralleled the necessity of the current act of fighting for Bongseonsa against Lee’s
descendants to Unheo’s fighting against imperial Japanese colonialists with whom Lee
Haechang actively collaborated. It can be perceived that Hyemoon assigned symbolic
meaning to Bongseonsa community members’ acts as similar to those of independence
movement fighters, while criticizing the act of Lee’s descendants as akin to past
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collaborations with Japanese colonialists. In other words, whereas the identity of
Bongseonsa community was presented as moral defenders of the temple and the nation
from enemies, the identity of Lee’s descendants’ as immoral claimers of the temple was
linked to that of their grandfather’s immoral identity as a traitor.
Hyemoon also presented the Naewonam issue as an urgent matter for the whole
Buddhist community to cope with, beyond those in the Bongseonsa region. Hyemoon
said, “If we neglect this (defending Naewonam from Lee’s descendants), more temples
shall be harmed; therefore the whole Buddhist community must cooperate and cope with
that [outcome]” (Park, Ik-sun, 2005a). This sentence shows Hyemoon shifted the scope
of place, main actors, and acts beyond the immediate situation of Naewonam, reminding
and implying past mistakes of the Buddhist community 5 and calling Buddhist to action in
order to prevent similar mistakes in the present.
Hyemoon further expanded the action of defending Naewonam/Bongseonsa as a
concern of the nation, beyond the Buddhist community, by requesting to review the
constitutionality of Lee’s descendants’ claims on the land. He argued:
It may not be recommendable for the monk community to pro-actively involve
itself in social problems. However, under the circumstances of no social
institutional systems in the administrative, judiciary, and legislative branches that
functions to prevent Chinilpa Cheongsan, we file the request to the top court . . . It
is the act of honoring the wish of Unheo who wanted to revive the national spirit.
(Park, Ik-sun, 2005b)
Emphasizing the image of Unheo as an independence movement fighter who fought to
bring back the lost nation and national spirit, Hyemoon asserted that the Naewonam issue
was following Unheo’s wish to do Chinilpa Cheongsan for the nation. At this point, with

5

I refer to pro-Japanese collaboration of Buddhist community during the colonial rule which has been
criticized since liberation. This will be discussed more when I analyze Jogye Vigil event later.
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urgency, he defined the Naewonam land conflict as a serious national matter related to
the Chinil Cheongsan Movement. In building this historical connection, he transposed the
past devastating colonial experiences and potential consequences into the present moment
and into a future possibility, if all Koreans did not respond appropriately to the current
seemingly small local issue.
Of note is that Hyemoon utilized various strategies to gain credibility through
knowledge of and access to legal, political, and institutional means. In a way, his
strategies involved a violation of the expectations of political protesters by going through
institutions as well as around them by discursive assertion of a moral rationale.
3.4.2.2 Unam
In addition to Unheo, Unam (1898-1969) is another historical figure that Hyemoon
strongly associated with Bongseonsa. There are two essays written about Unam on
Hyemoon’s blog. One (Hyemoon, 2005a) describes Unam’s activities; the other
(Hyemoon, 2005b) is a recollection of an episode with President Park Chung-hee.
Hyemoon highlighted Unam’s actions related to the March First Movement for
Independence in justifying the rationale for legitimizing SLRPCP. Hyemoon illustrated
Unam’s uncompromising attitude toward injustice in the context of both colonial rule and
the authoritarian government after liberation. I examine how Hyemoon rhetorically
identified Unam with the Bongseonsa community, including himself.
In the first essay titled “Red Monk Kim Chungchang6- Unam Kim Seongsuk,”
Hyemoon drew attention to Unam as a renowned person who had such high reputation

6

A fictional figure in “Arirang”, who is known as created from modeling Unam.
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that he became the model of an independence fighter, Arirang,7 in an American novel
about the Korean independence movement in Manchuria. In this essay, Hyemoon wrote,
“I revere Monk Unam,” and “Unam is our proud senior monk of Bongseonsa.” Hyemoon
stressed that Unam resided at Bongseonsa when the March First Movement occurred in
19198 and he was the leading figure who organized rallies in Bongseonsa area. As a
result, Unam was arrested and imprisoned for two years, which was his second
imprisonment by Japanese police. The essay further detailed Unam’s persistent actions
even after the two years’ imprisonment. After being constantly chased by Japanese
police, at last he escaped to Manchuria where he created a group of independence
fighters. When multiple independence movement organizations merged and built the
Korean Provisional Government in Shanghai in 1942, he became a Minister of State.
Hyemoon observes that Unam’s stance against injustice did not change even after the
liberation:
Unam devoted his life thoroughly to armed resistance against Japan when he was
young; against Rhee Syngman’s authoritarian regime since the liberation in terms
of collaborating with the leftists and unification movement; and against the
military regime after the May Sixteen coup d’etat. (Hyemoon, 2005a)

Arirang. “The Song of Arirang: a Korean communist in the Chinese revolution” (New York: John Day
1941) was written by American writer Helen Foster Snow under the pen-name Nym Wales. She
interviewed about 20 times a Korean who led independence movement against Japan in China in 1930s and
wrote the novel. In 1980s, the translated version of the book in Korean was forbidden by government.
However, since the ban removed, three editions were published.
7

8

March First Movement was the largest anti-Japanese protest during the whole colonial period. Since there
was a proclamation of Independence in Seoul on March 1, 1919 when the former emperor Gojong who was
regarded as a symbol of independence died, there was a rumor that he was poisoned by Japanese, which
provoked anti-Japanese sentiments among Koreans. The rallies expanded nationwide and lasted to the end
of April.
(According to Japanese Governor General’s report, 212 gathering, about one million and ten thousand
participated; According to the Encyclopedia of Korean culture: 1,542 rallies, two million participants, 7,
509 died, 15,961 injured, 46,948 was prosecuted; Encyclopedia Britannica also estimated about two million
people partook in the movement)
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Unam’s stance was not changed under Park’s regime when he obtained political
power by leading a military coup d’etat. In the second essay, Hyemoon represented
Unam’s reaction when Park attempted to appease him by conferring an order
acknowledging his contributions to liberation. Hyemoon evaluated Unam’s refusal in
taking the order as “he [Unam] did not want to be acknowledged for his independence
movement activism by Park Chung-hee, who used to be a Japanese lieutenant9”
(Hyemoon, 2005b). Under Park’s regime, Unam was persecuted until his death. By
introducing the episode of Unam’s refusal of order, Hyemoon contrasts two stances: the
pro-collaborators who betrayed fellow people for personal interest, but still thrived even
after liberation vs. proactive-independent fighters who devoted their lives to the country,
but still suffered after liberation.
There is another important material artifact Hyemoon used to amplify this point - a
building called Piujeong. Two Piujeongs were introduced in the essay: one was Unam’s
residence and the other was a room titled as Piujeong in Bongseonsa, to commemorate
Unam. Hyemoon described the former building as follows: “[later in life], Unam suffered
a lot from poverty and illness. Sympathizing his extremely poor life, relatives and friends
collected money and built a temporary house” (Hyemoon, 2005b). In Korean, the literal
meaning of Piujeong is a shelter from the rain. The meaning evokes a popular Korean
folk expression of “a palm-size place that barely covers from the rain” to present pathetic
living accommodation and conditions. Hyemoon represented Unam’s last sanctuary as a
symbol reflecting his consistent stance on the side of the nation and justice, sacrificing

9

Under Park’s presidency, the issue of punishing pro-Japanese collaborators was a taboo because Park
himself was one of the collaborators. Ironically, while Unam did armed resistance in Manchuria against
Japan, Park was posted in Manchuria after he graduated Japanese Military Academy fought for Japan.
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even his personal interests and comforts. Such representation of Piujeong and Unam
could easily evoke a theme of Chinilpa Discourse and Independence Fighter Discourse
among Koreans, especially in the context of Naewonam lawsuit.
In both Chinilpa Discourse and Independence Fighter Discourse, one of the main
themes is the extreme contrast between independence fighters and pro-collaborators;
while independence fighters suffered physically and financially, Chinilpa enjoyed
physical and financial comforts during the colonial rule. The discourse also includes the
similar contrast of their welfare after liberation. Most critically, the theme is extended to
apply to the respective descendants; whereas the pro-Japanese collaborators’ descendants
are thriving and prospering from the good education and financial inheritance, the proindependence fighters’ descendants are in the opposite condition. In a renowned weekly
journal of current affairs, SisaIn,10 Jeong Huisang (2008) describes this aspect as
“although 63 years have passed since liberation, the popular saying of “independence
movement destroys three generations of a family, whereas pro-Japanese collaboration
prosper for three generations’ became common sense.” Based on survey results, the
article concludes that the saying shows material evidence in reality.11
Thus, Hyemoon’s representation of Unam’s life in the small and shabby Piujeong
was a strategic move to allude to the contrasting identity discourses by association with
the popular belief, encoded in the folk expression. Using Piujeong as symbolic material
evidence, Hyemoon illustrated how pro-independence movement fighters (and often their
descendants) have been suffering, which he implicitly attributed to the unresolved pro-

10

SisaIn that was evaluated as top among 134 Korean journals of S. Korea between 2011 and 2012.

11

Survey was about the educational, financial, social, vocational status of families between major
independence movement activists and pro-Japanese collaborators.
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Japanese collaboration issue and the necessity of passing the SLRPCP. In fact, in
SLRPCP, it is clearly stated that the retrieved assets from Chinilpa and their descendants
are to be used for the descendants of pro-active independence fighters.
Piujeong also functioned for making identification between Unam and Bongseonsa
community. Hyemoon stated “The name of Piujeong in Bongseonsa is originated from
Unam’s temporary house” when he describes a little room built in Bongseonsa in the late
1980s. That is to say that Bongseonsa community honors the spirit of Unam by
commemorating a building, adopting the same name of Unam’s last sanctuary.
As a whole, Hyemoon established identification between Unam and monks in
Bongseonsa community as inheritors of Unam’s moral legacy. In other words, as Unam’s
successors, monks in Bongseonsa not only have the honor as descendants of prominent
independence movement fighter, but also have obligation to follow his legacy.
Hyemoon polarized or contrasted identities and moral stances between Unam and
Park, in which Lee Haechang was evoked. The below diagram summarizes the contrast
and its political implications.
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Table 3. Contrast between Actors, Acts, and Social Status during the Colonial
Period and after Liberation
ACTOR

ACT

STATUS AFTER
LIBERATION

Unam

Fought against colonialists for

Financial suffering

nation
Park

Collaborated with colonialists

Became a president

Lee Haechang

Collaborated with colonizers

Died before liberation

Table 4. Living Condition between Descendants’ of Independence Fighters and
Chinilpas
ACTOR

LIVING CONDITION

Descendants of independent fighters

Suffering financially with low social
status

Descendants of Chinilpa

Thriving financially with high social
status

Keeping the above logic in view, now let us examine how Hyemoon demonstrated
the aligned stance with Unam when representing the refusal of consent on dropping the
charge proposed by Lee’s descendants. After Bongseonsa Naewonam filed the request for
review of the constitutionality of Lee’s descendants’ claim on Aug. 8, there was a strong
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public criticism of Lee’s descendants. On Aug. 20, Lee’s descendants sent a consentform of dropping the case to Bongseonsa. However, Bongseonsa announced its decision
of not agreeing with the proposal. In one interview Hyemoon says, “In lawsuits initiated
by descendants of Chinilpa, the plaintiffs won in many cases, thus, in this condition we
may lose 50 acres of Naewonam land,” but “We refused the proposal to consent to
withdrawing the charge and terminating that kind of a lawsuit, making an exemplary
leading case” (Hankook Ilbo, 2005). This conjures the Independence Movement Fighter
Discourse, in which the fighters willingly sacrifice or risk one’s own personal well-being
and material belonging for the sake of the nation and fellow people.
In other news interviews, Hyemoon reaffirms the decision in various ways. He
states that “there is no compromise with the descendants of Chinilpa,” that “we will not
compromise with injustice even in the case we may lose the temple land,” (Park, Jongchan, 2005a) and that “this refusal to compromise is conducted in an effort not to shame
the independence fighters who passed away” (Song, Yeong-han, 2005a). This stance
echoes Unam’s uncompromising and uncompromised stance as narrated by Hyemoon in
the essays summarized above. Additionally, Hyemoon indicates the potential financial
loss alluded to Unam’s miserable life in Piujeong, as well as the similar life experiences
of other independence fighters. In a word, Hyemoon implicated the similarity between
Unam’s act of fighting against colonialists and Bongseonsa community’s act of fighting
against Lee’s descendants, prioritizing national concern to personal. On the flip side,
there is also a suggested similarity between Lee and Lee’s descendants, who put personal
interests over those of the nation. Hyemoon’s succinct expression of “I will proceed with

81

litigation as a second generation independence movement fighter,” (Song, Yeong-han,
2005a) supports this interpretation.
In summary, Hyemoon utilized identification and polarization as major rhetorical
strategies in the discourse of Naewonam. We have examined how Hyemoon associated
Unheo and Unam to confer Bongseonsa with the status of a special place where the spirit
of anti-colonial, independence movement activists continued to live and motivate
political action. Hyemoon also established identification between Unheo and Unam as
senior monks and the current monks in Bongseonsa as junior, in terms of moral stance
and identity. Piujeong and the decision of refusing the proposal of Lee’s descendants
were represented as indicating the contrasting moral stance between Bongseonsa
community and Chinilpa Lee and his descendants. In the discourse of Naewonam,
Hyemoon appealed to the members of Bongseonsa as successors of Unam and Unheo
who actively fought against injustice and evokes their obligation to defend Naewonam
from Lee’s descendants. He directly and indirectly expanded the parameter of involved
social actors in terms of moral stances and communal identities. The discursively
constructed identity of the Bongseonsa community and supporters of its stance is further
bolstered by two actual events we examine in the next section.
3.4.3

The Hike to Defend Naewonam
Hyemoon’s attempts to accentuate identity connections to the independence

movement fighters and the March First Movement through rhetorically engaging
particular places are well displayed in the two events examined next. He organized a
hiking event to visit Naewonam and a vigil in Jogyesa. I examine the former in this
section and the latter in the subsequent section. I analyze how Hyemoon represents the
hiking event as commemorating Naewonam as a symbolic place and how the act of
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commemorating affects/reflects the identity of participants as inheritors of the
independence fighters’ sprit. In the analysis, I pay special attention on how Hyemoon
utilizes verbal and visual communication media – text and photos - for a synergetic effect
towards his rhetorical goal.
Besides mass-media reports of the event, I examine in depth an essay on
Hyemoon’s blog as an exemplary datum tracing Hyemoon’s rhetorical moves in creating
the collective identity of the event participants and displaying his personal and emotional
engagement with them.
The essay includes two photos, the analysis of which benefits from Murray’s
(2009) discussion of the significance of visual rhetoric:
Image is not simply a picture of an object, or just a discursive illustration of a
known concept (in other words, image is not just discursive). But, because image
is a powerful basis to symbolization and cognition, with all the power and
ambiguity that implies, image carries much more than just the representations of
an object or action. (p. 75)
As Murray articulates, images are powerful but ambiguous in conveying meanings.
Thus, unpacking the verbal-visual play requires not only linguistic knowledge, but also
cultural knowledge in the community (Caple, 2010). Therefore, my analytic focus is on
how Hyemoon draws together various cultural, religious, and historic resources in both
verbal and visual forms when constructing the collective identity.
A hiking event to Naewonam was held on Sept. 25, 2005, with the goal of
promoting the passing of the SLRPCP. One media outlet titled the event “Stop Helping
Chinilpas’ Retrieval of Land Ownership” (Song, Yeong-han, 2005b) while another “Hike
for Raising Awareness for Naewonam Issue” (Park, In-tak, 2005). The hike was an
improvised event with the purpose of sustaining attention to and promoting the upcoming
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Jogye vigil (which had been moved later to October). Emphasizing the importance and
intention of the event, the caption of the photo below reads “Hyemoon proposes to adopt
Commitment of Third Chapter (CTC) 12 as a code of conduct at the vigil.”
Figure 1. Hyemoon’s Proposal to Adopt Commitment of Third Chapter at the
Upcoming Vigil (Source: OhmyNews, 2005, Sept. 25)

Further, Hyemoon states “we will fight for just society by adopting the
Commitment of Third Chapter [a part of March First Independence Declaration, added by
Han Yongun] as a code of conduct, following Han Yongun who adheres to the principle
in front of Korean people” (Song, Yeong-han, 2005b). The act of proposal sets the tone
of the hiking event and the upcoming candlelight vigil as grounded on the spirit of the
March First Movement that serves as a rationale legitimizing the SLRPCP, because CTC
is a part of Independence Declaration of March First Movement. Hyemoon framed the
two events in the present as historically related to the March First Movement, using CTC
as metonymy.
Hyemoon’s interpretation and representation of the event and participants are
metaphorically expressed in his essay “To Be Alive Is to Go against the Stream,” with the
subtitle “After Finishing Hiking in Defense of Naewonam - for the Sake of Chinil

12

It was added to the draft of Declaration of Independence by Han Yongun. The Declaration was
announced on March First Movement by 33 representative of Korean people.
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Cheongsan” (Hyemoon, 2005c). In the first three (out of six total) paragraphs Hyemoon
described the background of the hiking event and participants. He stated that participants
“gathered because of agreeing on resolving past mistakes or wrong doings” not because
of “shared religion” or for the sake of “personal benefit.” He mentioned a joke from a
Christian: he may need to convert because he was visiting a Buddhist temple on Sunday
when he was supposed to go to the church. Here, Hyemoon foregrounded that the
significance of Naewonam was not limited to the Buddhist community, but rather the
place and the event were meaningful among people who shared particular moral
consciousness as narrated in the subsequent fourth paragraph. Hyemoon writes:
Up above Gold-stream fall where Maewoldang retired to hermitage, Naewonam
revealed its feature embodied with one thousand years history. The abbot of
Naewonam welcomed us by presenting a several hundred years old wooden fish
which has been handed down from generation to generation in the temple. When I
saw the wooden fish - which became a symbol of diligent practitioner because a
fish is regarded as not sleeping at all (symbolized) with open eyes - I felt
similarity between the wooden fish and the participants of the event who watch
Korean history with vivid (keen) awareness. (Hyemoon, 2005c)
Here, Hyemoon presented two symbols and then connected them to the participants. The
two symbols Maewoldang and a wooden fish anchored the place of Naewonam as a
history- and culture-particular place. While indicating the long historic existence of
Naewonam (one thousand years), Hyemoon associated the place with a famous historic
figure Maewoldang Kim Siseub (1435-1493)13 who was one of the most famous poets in
the Joseon period. More relevant to this event is his image as an iconic figure of loyalty
and uncompromising attitude against injustice and immorality. Maewoldang is famously
known for his condemnation of the immoral behavior of King Sejo who killed his

13

He is called one of the six faithful who deserted high official ranks and lived as a hermit for the rest of
the years when King Sejo (the seventh King of Joseon) killed his nephew to take away the title of the king.
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nephew in order to claim the throne. Maewoldang then became a hermit to be faithful to
his creed and lived as an ordinary person instead of becoming a government officer.
After associating Maewoldang to Naewonam, Hyemoon focused on another
symbol - a wooden fish in the Naewonam. First, he explicated its symbolic meaning
within Buddhism – as a being performing a diligent and ceaseless effort of practicing
Buddha’s teaching. He, then, compared the fish to participants in the hike. By the
continued transposition of the symbols, from Maewoldang via the wooden fish to the
participants, Hyemoon associated the participants as people who have “critical historic
consciousness and awareness” similar to Maewoldang. Of note is that Hyemoon did not
show the photo of the wooden fish (below) until completing the above description. I
contend that he postponed showing the photo not only to build up suspense, but also to
enrich the multilayered symbolic meanings from the verbal text. This does not, however,
mean that the photo was a mere prop. Rather, inclusion and positioning of the photo in
relation to the verbal text demand readers’ active engagement in interpreting the meaning
of the visual text, not only from the presented verbal text but also using cognitive,
affective, and experiential cultural knowledge attached to the symbol.
Figure 2. Wooden Fish Displayed in front of Naewonam by Abbot
(Source: OhmyNews, 2005, Sept. 25)
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To Korean eyes, at first glance it is noticeable that the wooden fish is oddly
positioned, because it is typically hung from a ceiling that the monks strike for daily
rituals. Moreover, placing the wooden fish on a stand is a rare case. Hyemoon explains:
“the abbot of Naewonam welcomed us, putting out several hundred years old wooden
fish.” Adding to the symbolism of historic perseverance, this wooden fish is known for
surviving the fire that burnt the whole temple building during the Korean War. Put
differently, the fish signifies the connection between the place of Naewonam and the
monks who have kept the tradition of the temple, including preserving the wooden fish
for such a long time. At the same time, displaying the wooden fish to the participants of
the event rhetorically presented Naewonam community’s stance of keeping the temple
from Lee’s descendants, surviving, as has the wooden fish, the challenges of history.
Hyemoon indicated that the wooden fish (symbolic treasure of historicity and sprit
inherited) was carried out by the abbot herself. To wait for the visitors with a precious
family treasure on the doorstep positions the visitors as special, honored, and welcome.
Considering that the abbot was a representative of Naewonam and became one of the
main leaders who engaged in Naewonam’s defense as a critical task to legislating
SLRPCP, her welcome positioned the participants as supporters and allies to the task.
From the perspective of the visitors – coming to Naewonam at that particular time
(on Sunday, immediately prior to Jogye vigil, with pending legislation) and not for
religious purposes – situated the temple as a place that has significance beyond being a
religious site. In that sense, incorporating the participants of the hike who were well
aware of the purpose of visiting Naewonam, into the temple space, was a strategic move,
physically positioning them in the place permeated by the spirit of Unam, Unheo, and
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Maewoldang. This solidified participants’ identities as a collective that had similar moral
stance and commitment to social justice. Thus, the act of visiting Naewonam could be
seen as a ritual commemorating the place that was aligned or allied with the Bongseonsa
Naewonam community. Symbolically, the visit constituted the participants’ identity. The
remainder of Hyemoon’s essay focused on that identity aspect.
After presenting the photo of the fish, in the subsequent paragraph, Hyemoon
made the connection between the wooden fish and the participants of the event. First,
Hyemoon identified the people as “a living fish that can go against the stream unlike a
dead fish that are just carried away by the stream.” Hyemoon stressed that “fish
ceaselessly go against stream toward the origin because they are alive.” Then, he
compared “the participants’ difficult climb of 500 meters above sea-level from the
bottom of valley to Naewonam,” to “going upstream for 60 years of history.” Sixty years
is the time that has passed since the liberation from the Japanese colonial rule until that
year, 2005. Hyemoon paralleled the length of 60 years with the physical distance between
the starting point of the hike and Naewonam’s location. Thus, the strenuous walk up the
steep hill becomes a metaphor for hardship of resolving the colonial aftermath that has
been delayed for a long time. Hyemoon asserted that the “200 participants are alive fish”
that were fighting against the “ghost of Chinil.” This comparison of the participants to
live fish is added to the previous description of the wooden fish. Thus, the combination of
the two symbols and metaphors (wooden fish and fish goes upstream) intensifies the
identity construction of participants as “being awake” and “alive” makers of history.
This becomes even more explicit when Hyemoon clarified that “the metaphor of
stream/water is equal to the currents of times” in the last sentence of the paragraph. In the
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final paragraph, Hyemoon paralleled the “life force of fish going upstream” to “the
vitality of people when screaming out ‘Chinil Cheongsan’ (let’s settling the issue of proJapanese collaboration’) together.”
After presenting all the verbal texts, Hyemoon at last presented the group photo
below.
Figure 3. People Urging Immediate Legislation of SLRPCP in front of Naewonam
(Source: OhmyNews, 2005, Sept. 25)

Scollon and Scollon (2003) observe that posed group images are “an intermediate ground
between people caught in the real world and the constructive work of the image maker”
(p. 86). I think their observation is insightful as we see how Hyemoon builds up the
meaning of the photo and the identity of the participants as connected to Naewonam and
Chinil Cheongsan movement.
The photo shows diverse participants by visible heterogeneous aspects such as
ages, gender, and social status (monks, lay Buddhist-by attire, affiliated organization-by
orange flag and placard cloth) but all of them perform the same physical gestures,
holding up a clenched fist and shouting.14 This is a typical non-verbal communicative

14

In fact, the gestures may give cognitive dissonance for the readers because of its violation of expected
code of act in a Buddhist temple. Under normal circumstances, take such a posture with loud voice is a
taboo (thus, add more impact and emotional appealing to the readers).
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action in S. Korea that shows a strong assertion of a collective and has been a prime
expression at street protests. Although the verbal elements of the shout are not hearable
on the photo, they are materialized on the banner in the center as language in action
(Austin 1962; Levinson 1983): “Legislate immediately a Special Law to Redeem ProJapanese Collaborators' Property.”
Vallentine (2001) notes the mutual constitution of place and identity of people.
Hyemoon’s essay sheds light on Valentine’s argument. Hyemoon’s essay represented the
hike as a significant commemorating action, paying homage to the place as an iconic
symbol of the fighting against Chinilpa. In particular, the symbols of Maewoldang and
the wooden-fish are piled upon Unam and Unheo, bolstering the meaning of the place as
permeated with the spirit of people who have historic awareness and concern for social
justice. The commemorative action adds another layer of meaning to the place as a
historic monument, a mnemonic emblem for indexing Chinil Cheongsan – it becomes the
place of origin for the pro-SLRPCP campaign.
At the same time, participating in the ritual of visiting this symbolic place
displayed publicly participants’ identities as people who have the same moral stance as
the independence movement activists Unam and Unheo, as well as the present
Bongseonsa Naewonam community. Their synchronously raised clenched fists is a visual
signifier of the commitment in defending Naewonam and the nation by supporting the
SLRPCP campaign. The actions of commemorating place and displaying this stance not
only solidify a collective identity around Chinil Cheongsan, but also invite the public to
join the upcoming Jogye Vigil.
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3.4.4

Jogye Candlelight Vigil

Figure 4. Buddhist Monks in the Jogyesa Temple Candlelight Vigil (Source: The
Hankyoreh Onlinenews, 2005, Oct. 6)

On Oct. 6, 2005, the postponed candlelight vigil was held in Jogyesa. About 1500
people participated, including monks, politicians, civic group members, lay Buddhists,
and ordinary citizens. One day prior to the vigil, there was a news conference in Jogyesa.
Beopan, who was a spokesperson of Jogye Order Korean Buddhism (henceforth Jogye
Order), announced that Jogye Order decided to tackle the Naewonam issue as a serious
concern of Jogye Order community, as Chinil Cheongsan (Settling the Issue of ProJapanese Collaboration) and establishing national spirit. Thus, the vigil was officially
acknowledged and supported by whole Jogye Order Buddhist community.
The official title of the event was “Candlelight Vigil in Jogyesa for Chinil
Cheongsan and Establishing National Spirit.” The vigil was a hybrid format of protesting,
combining the traditional style of motivational speeches by the activist leaders with
entertainment such as playing traditional music and a concert of remade songs of the
independence movement fighters. The opening speech of the abbot of Bongseonsa
presented the goal and purpose of the event. He stated “the wish for Chinil Cheongsan
and establishing national spirit that was triggered by Naewonam under the Bongseonsa
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parish to now expand into all social levels and standings beyond the little temple” and
“today’s vigil will be accelerating the expansion” (Park, Jong-chan, 2005).
The highlight of the vigil was the ignition and relaying of a candle from one
person to the next person. Hyemoon’s suggestion of adopting the Commitment Chapter
Three of the March First Independence Declaration (henceforth the Commitment) was
carried out during the ignition. To understand the significance of the igniting candles with
reciting the Commitment, it is necessary to understand the relationship between the
Commitment and the place of Jogyesa. Osborne (2001) notes the necessity to know
“peoples’ traditional knowledge, cultural practice, forms of communication, and
conventions for imagining the past” in order to understand meaning attached to particular
places (p. 3). The place of Jogyesa requires such socio-historic and cultural understanding
to explicate how the vigil was staged to make a particular symbolic statement in light of,
as McKinnon’s (2011) would say, “why and how they [things] occur in one place and not
another” (p. 458).
Jogyesa, located at the center of Seoul, is often called “a holy place of Korean
Buddhism.” Jogyesa is the chief temple of Jogye Order which is the largest Buddhist sect
in Korea, with 2,800 temples and 12,000 monks nationwide. On Buddha’s birthday, when
celebrating events occur in Buddhist temples nationwide, the events of Jogyesa are
televised. Most of all, the meaning of the temple “a historic site that has lived through the
turbulent modern history of Korea” is important to the Jogye Vigil event (Jogyesa, n.d.).
While the original Jogyesa was being built in 1910 by fundraised money from
Buddhist monks, Korea lost its sovereignty. As soon as it colonized Korea in 1911, the
Japanese colonial government proclaimed the Law of Buddhist Temples, subjugated
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Korean Buddhism to colonial administration, and increased the control of religious
activities. In 1938, two monks Han Yongun (1879-1944) and Park Hanyeong (18701948) founded a Korean Buddhist Center after building the main shrine to Jogyesa, which
became the center of maintaining Korean Buddhism. This resistance to the Japanese
control of Buddhism differentiated the two monks from other Korean monks who
cooperated with the colonial government. The official Jogye web site indicates that “the
temple was built by the monks longing for independence of the Korean Buddhism and
recovery of Koreans' self-esteem.” The Jogyesa temple became a symbol and center of
resistance to colonialism.
The two monks, Han Yongun and Park Hanyeong, are renowned for their
resistance to Japanese colonial rule, as well as for their efforts of innovating Korean
Buddhism into a more socially engaged Buddhism. Both monks led the movement to
create the Yimje Sect in order to maintain the Korean Buddhism in 1910 when the proJapanese collaborator monk Yi Hoegwang15 agreed to affiliate Korean Wongjong to
Japanese Buddhist Sect Jodongjong. Most of all, Han Yongun is an iconic figure
representing anti-colonial resistance not only as a revered monk but also as a hardcore
activist and poet. Most relevant to the current event is his involvement in the March First
Movement that is a critical basis for Hyemoon’s rationale for legitimizing the SLRPCP.
Han Yongun was one of the 33 representatives of Korea who signed the Proclamation of
Independence on March 1, 1919, which initiated nation-wide rallies that became known
as the March First Movement and constituted the biggest resistance movement during the
colonial period. Most importantly, Han is famous for Commitment Chapter Three which

15

He was the leader of another Korean Buddhist sect Wongjong at the time.
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was added by him at the end of the original draft of the Proclamation of Independence. It
is common sense knowledge among Koreans that he was the person who read the
proclamation on behalf of the 33 national leaders.
Han’s stance is often stressed by comparing other Buddhist monks at the period,
which is important to the place identity of Jogyesa and the monks at the vigil. During the
colonial period, including Yi Hoegwang, the majority of Korean Buddhist monks became
cooperative with colonial rule,16 which has been criticized as “Chinil Buddhism” and
“Chinil monks.” Compared to the number of Chinil monks, there was only very small
number17 of monks who resisted colonial rule to the last. Han Yongun was a
representative figure and the leader in that sense. Most of all, Han Yongun is respected
for his consistent adherence to the anti-colonial stance until his death, in contrast to
several of the 33 national leaders who eventually compromised with Japanese
conciliatory measures. Episodes about Han’s sarcastic criticism toward the compromised
representatives, the Chinilpas and Japanese colonial officers, are famous and wellcirculated even in the contemporary Korean society.
Hyemoon’s suggestion of integrating the Commitment in the vigil event was a
strategic move to create identification between Han and the monks at the vigil. This
positioned the monks as successors of Han’s moral stance and spirit. At the same time, it
was intended as a display of the will of Chinil Cheongsan in the Buddhist community,

Korean Buddhist monks welcome the colonial policy that raised their relative social status and right,
compared to the previous 500 years under Joseon Dynasty in which they were treated as the lowest class.
17

Besides, Han Yongun and Yongseong who were only Buddhist monks among 33 representative, there are
other monks such as Unam, Unheo, Park Hanyeong, Kim Beoprin, Song Mangong.
Among 33 national leaders, 31 people are affiliated with other religion and only two people are with
Buddhism.
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stated as “Our Jogye Order will do our autonomous efforts to purge the past
wrongdoings” (Bulgyo Newspaper, 2005). Hyemoon articulated that “initiating the action
of Chinil Cheongsan in the Buddhist community follows the spirit of monk Han Yongun,
in order to firmly build up national spirit” (OhMynews, Oct. 5, 2005).
Reciting the Commitment also functioned to solidify a collective identity among
the participants at the event as people who aligned with the March First Movement,
setting the tone of the place and the event, by recounting and re-performing Han’s
declaration of the Commitment. In particular, the most well-known phrase of the
Commitment “until last moments, even when only last one person remained, keep on
asserting our people’s opinion clearly and rightfully” was murmured by many
participants in a synchronized recitation. In other words, Hyemoon theatrically staged the
significance of raising candles in order to display the participants’ stance and identity as
aligned with Han and the March First Movement and to connect the participants
themselves as a community that shared this spirit. The staging was strongly grounded
upon the meaning attached to the particular place - in Pred’s (1986) term the “specific
biographies of place” - Jogyesa.
The Commitment also frames the vigil event as similar to the March First
Movement in terms of its goals and code of behavior: “justice,” “human rights,” “survival
and prospering,” as goals, and obeying “orderly” behavior instead of “emotions that
separate supporters and non-supporters,” as stated in the Commitment. Integrating the
Commitment adds the higher goal of demanding justice and human rights beyond the
immediate goal of demanding the legislation of SLRPCP. It also implies the vigil would
not be violent but orderly, as demonstrated in the photo above.
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Arguing the profound link between place and identity, Sack (1997) points out the
importance of “religious and holy centers—that help us remember and give meaning to
our lives” (p. 135). I argue that Jogyesa is such a place to help the monks and citizens in
the vigil event to remember the past, but the place and the event are also projections into
the future. The event in this special place, Jogyesa, could reinforce collective memory of
the anti-Japanese resistance and shape the collective identity of the participants as
Independence Movement Activists’ successors, fighting for just society in the future.
Most of all, the places of Naewonam and Jogyesa were effective to foreground the March
First Movement and its spirit as Hyemoon’s rationale for legitimizing the SLRPCP.
3.5

Summary and Conclusion
Informed by critical geographers, I approached “place” as socially constructed

through people’s physical and symbolic engagement. In particular, I fully aligned with
the position that the meaning of place is not static but inscribed and re-inscribed by
language and/in interaction. With such an orientation, I have examined how the meanings
of particular places, such as Naewonam, Bongseonsa region, and the Jogye Temple, have
been constructed in Hyemoon’s rhetoric and through people’s performances in those
places. I have described how Hyemoon framed local land property litigation that occurred
between Naewonam and colonial collaborators’ descendants as a matter of national
identity at stake, similar to the resistance during the colonial period. I observed that the
meaning of place was created not only by discursive representations of the place, but also
by/with physical engagement (commemorating visit and vigil event) with the places,
consecrating the sites as memory places in terms of the spirit of anti-colonial fighting that
permeated them.

96

Osborne (2001) argues that meaningful places have emotive and connecting power
among social members, serving as anchoring spatial and temporal reference points for a
society. Hyemoon’s rhetorical moves relied on mobilizing the historic and emotive
meaning of the places and identities of the participants, relating to the public memory of
colonial past, especially the March First Movement and the Independence Movement
Fighters. Hyemoon strategically evoked publicly well-known independence fighters
Unam and Han Yongun and stressed the close connection to their involvement in the
March First Movement and the places of Bongseonsa, Naewonam and Jogyesa. On top of
linguistic action, Hyemoon argues that the physical action of visiting Naewonam and
holding a vigil in Jogyesa Temple are important actions for constituting identity of
participants and the place. Through coordinated and shared actions, the participants
assert, display, and confirm their identity as a committed member of the pro-active
community for Chinil Cheongsan Movement. Conversely, such enacted commemorating
actions not only amplified the pre-existing meanings of place (as a site of defending
Korean Buddhism by Han against colonial government) but also re-inscribed/added new
meanings to the site as an iconic resistance site of Chinil Cheongsan Movement.
In short, Hyemoon’s discourse shows mutual constitution of the meaning of place
and identity of people: the monks’ vigil not only bolsters the meaning of the place as a
site of resistance but also their actions in that particular place forms their identities as
defenders of the Naewonam temple, Bongseonsa region, and the country. Using language
strategies of identification and polarization, Hyemoon constructed identities of the people
involved in the places, in terms of their moral stances and national identities. He
contrasted the Independence Movement Fighters and Chinilpa; the people who supported
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defending Naewonam and descendants of Lee Haechang. Hyemoon implicitly asked the
readers to select which stance they want to be aligned with, without imposing his ideal
normative national identity.
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CHAPTER 4
UIGWE
4.1

Introduction
Informed by scholarship that brings together the study of framing, narrative, and

moral discourse, this chapter examines Hyemoon’s rhetorical approaches used for the
purpose of drawing attention to and engaging Korean citizens with his Uigwe campaign.
Beyond the particular campaign, I claim that the ultimate aim of the discourse was to
establish norms for moral and practical action for the Korean citizens in a post-colonial
context. I examine affect (through story-telling) and direct focusing (through framing as
conceptualized by Bruner (1986)) as two strategies Hyemoon used in order to motivate
target audiences. The analysis focuses on how Hyemoon presented and interpreted sociopolitical problems in compelling ways, while constructing a grand narrative of injustice
by weaving several events together as morally-framed stories. I also pay attention to how
he attempted to create shared meanings on the issue of Uigwe and a related moral
imperative, relying on particular socio-cultural resources.
This chapter examines closely three campaigns for the retrieval of historic
artifacts. As an active force in these campaigns, Hyemoon invoked Korean social,
cultural, and historic realities to appeal to the audience. I also analyze how Hyemoon
strategically shaped the (partial) stories told, so as to invite the Korean public to connect
them to particular historic events, to underscore particular social meanings, and to
construe moral meanings. In other words, I focus on Hyemoon’s moral framing of the
artifacts and their social significance in relation to post-colonial problems.
My analysis centers on the use and meanings of specific symbols. As discussed
further below, these symbols connect various present social and historical events to the
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past, serving as reference points or indexing devices. Furthermore, I explore how
Hyemoon rhetorically presented historical objects that were previously not a part of
official history to engage the audience in imagining particular stories related to Empress
Myeongseong and Uigwe. I consider and analyze the campaigns for each of these objects
as part of a process of articulating and amplifying1 cultural resonance among Korean
people toward the creation of a particular moral identity. One way in which this is
accomplished, as discussed later, is through the strategic placing of the artifacts in
relation to particular cultural and physical places/spaces in order to associate the
narratives with the figure of Empress Myeongseong, Uigwe, and the moral imperatives
they evoke.
To set up the context for the analysis, I first review relevant literature on narrative,
framing, and moral discourses. Next, I introduce Uigwe and Empress Myeongseong, as
well as some central symbols and stories that are fundamental to understanding the
subsequent analysis of events and stories. I proceed to introduce and analyze the specific
events through three threads – each around a particular campaign – composing a master
story. Each thread is analyzed in three points: (1) framing stories from a moral vantage
point, (2) frame articulations, and (3) framed stories and solutions of the moral problems.
The chapter concludes with a summary of the moral and identity implications of
Hyemoon’s rhetorical actions.

1

“Articulating” refers to connecting and aligning events to hang together in a unified and meaningful

fashion to offer a new perspective on events or situations. “Amplifying” refers to highlighting or accenting
various issues, events, or beliefs among the overall movement goals; of cultural compatibility, consistency,
and relevance.
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4.2

Literature Review

4.2.1

Uses of Frame/Framing in Social Movements
Since the mid-1980s, the concept of frame, drawn from Goffman (1974), has

become one of the most representative and prolific analytic means for contemporary
social movement scholarships (Snow & Benford, 1988; Benford & Snow, 2000; Gamson,
1988).
Frames refer to cognitive schemata or mental structures through which people
interpret their social realities, contributing to the construction of what is taken for granted
and normal. Snow and Benford (1992) define frame as an “interpretative schema that
simplifies and condenses the ‘world out there’ by selectively punctuating and encoding
objects, situations, events, experiences, and sequences of actions” (p. 137). Johnston and
Noakes (2005) explicate the concept in relation to social movement, as “interpretive
packages that explain a range of problems in relatively narrow terms, highlight some
issues, and ignore others” (p. 7). Ryan (1991) suggests that “every frame defines the
issue, explains who is responsible, and suggests potential solutions” (p. 59). Most simply,
a frame guides people to “what to look at, what is important, and thereby indicate what is
going on” (Johnston, 2002, p. 64).
Snow (2004) articulates how the framing perspective contributes to social
movement research:
. . . the framing perspective on social movements, as it has evolved, not only
focuses attention on matters of meaning and the interpretive processes through
which movement-relevant meanings are generated, debated and contested,
diffused, and altered, but contends that the collective action and master frames
that are the product of these interpretive processes are central to understanding the
course and character of social movements. (p. 404)

101

As mentioned above, the collective action frame – defined as “action-oriented sets
of beliefs and meanings that inspire and legitimate the activities and campaigns of a
social movement organization” (Benford & Snow, 2000, p. 614) – is fundamental to
engagement in the production and maintenance of meaning for protagonists, antagonists,
potential constituents, and bystanders. Most significantly for the present study, a
collective action frame is closely related to collective identity. Both are seen,
simultaneously, as a resource and an achieved result in social movement through which
each person connects to a collective goal. A collective action frame is utilized not only to
motivate, justify, and give directionality to social movements but also to assign a new
social identity to their participants. Most of all, a collective action frame is constructed
consciously and interactively among participants (including leaders) by drawing on and
modifying existing cultural beliefs and symbols.
Cultural resources such as collective experiences, beliefs, and knowledge shared in
a community are critical to, in particular, the suggested three functions of framing: focus,
articulation, and transformation by Snow (2004). For the current chapter, the first two
functions are useful in exploring meaning making processes in the specific context. The
function of focusing is specifying what is relevant (in the frame) and what is irrelevant
(out of frame). This can guide an understanding of what is the central concern in
Hyemoon’s presentations of events. The function of articulation is useful for exploring
how various element/events are tied together in an integrated meaningful story or a set of
meanings, paying attention to “the connection and alignment of events and experiences
so that they hang together in a relatively unified and compelling fashion” (Benford &
Snow, 2000, p. 623). Finally, the transformative function of framing as “altering the
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meaning of the objects(s) of attention and their relationship to the actor(s)” (Snow, 2004,
p. 384) is important to understanding the efficacy of Hyemoon’s discourse because his
work not only resonates with target audiences based on “natural and familiar” cultural
symbols (Gamson 1992, p. 135) and conventionally associated meanings, but also
presents his interpretation of them.
Most of all, I view Entman’s articulation of frame (1993) as most inclusive and
useful. Related to presenting social issues, he proposes framework to examine how the
issues are presented as problems in a compelling and persuasive way. He states:
To frame is to select some aspects of a perceived reality and make them more
salient in a communicating text, in such a way as to promote a particular problem
definition, causal interpretation, moral evaluation, and/or treatment
recommendation for the item described. . . . Frames, then define problemsdetermine what a causal agent is doing with what costs and benefits, usually
measured in terms of common cultural values; diagnose causes-identify the forces
creating the problem; make moral judgments- evaluate causal agents and their
effects; and suggest remedies-offer and justify treatments for the problems and
predict their likely effects. (p. 52, emphasis in the original)
I will use Entman’s four functions (defining problem, identifying the causes of problem,
making moral judgement, and suggesting remedies) as an analytical framework in this
chapter.
Despite the usefulness and contributions of frame theory to the study of social
movements, the theory has been critiqued for its overemphasis on the ideational
dimension and neglect of affective dimensions, in particular emotions evoking a sense of
morality. On the contrary, narrative is often contrasted as an effective means of appealing
to and cultivating emotional, affective sense among movement participants.
4.2.2

The Role of Narratives in Social Movements
A narrative is a powerful form of communication, engaging humans in active

processes of meaning-making and interpretation. In social movements, activists often use
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story-telling for various goals: recruiting new members, promoting the goal, elevating an
issue as social one, cultivating awareness of the public, fundraising, and mobilizing
collective actions. Stories can facilitate the social construction and dissemination of
grievances among the in-group and beyond.
In the context of social movements research, narrative analysis addresses some of
the criticisms directed toward framing analysis. Comparing the two, Davis (2002) notes,
“The framing perspective, for instance, emphasizes – in fact overemphasizes – the role of
clearly articulated and coherent reasons for movement activism. Narrative analysis, by
contrast, illuminates persuasion and shared vision at more subtle, imaginative, and preprepositional levels” (p. 24). Vromen and Coleman (2013) note that the role of a
story/narrative in social movements is based on “emotional identification of the story”
which may be more conducive to create “a shared sense of community on the issue, to
build solidarity; moral urgency for action” rather than “technical persuasion” (p. 81).
Davis (2002) further suggests that the analysis of narrative “illuminates core features of
identity-building and meaning-making in social activism” (p. 4). He asserts that
“narrative is a powerful concept” for social movement study, as a lens for “illuminating
the interplay of agency and social structure” (p. 27). Most of all, he emphasizes the
significant role story-telling plays in the moral, emotional, rhetorical, and social
dimensions of the social movement. He proposes that exploring the features of
vocabularies, expressive symbols, rules, rituals, histories and sacred places in stories,
would be useful to examine how identity is constructed through them, as well as to grasp
socio-cultural dynamics in the movement. I full-heartedly agree with his ideas and will
pay special attention to those features in my analysis of Hyemoon’s discourse.
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Another approach to narrative analysis (Ewick & Silbey, 1995) is particularly
relevant to the present study as it suggests the connection between narrative and identity,
not as a static but as a dynamic interaction between narrator and the audience. Ewick and
Silbey posit that identity and actions are constituted through stories as a transactional
social practice. Narrative, in this way, serves a constructive function. A second function
of narrative, compatible with the first one, is a representative one – where narratives
represent social worlds. With regards to the present study, I explore Hyemoon’s strategic
story-telling as both a symbolic and a practical social action through which his own and
the audience’s identities are constituted in transactional, negotiated ways. At the same
time, his narratives reflect not only his own worldview but also how the contemporary
Korean people perceive their identity, society, and morality related to the colonial past.
In a similar line of thought, Polletta (1997) views narratives as significant
“resources” for social change, challenging material- and network-based definitions of
resources, used by resource mobilization theorists. She contends that social movement
success should be evaluated “not only by the number of officials elected, legislation
passed, and policies changed, but by the transformations wrought in culture and
consciousness, in collective self-definitions, and in the meanings that shape everyday
life” (p. 431). Thus, if social movements were to produce changes in the society, then the
change of collective definition and consciousness of social members are paramount,
making narratives function as critical means toward such a goal. Building on this body of
work on narrative and social movements, I integrate narrative analysis as useful means,
complementing frame analysis, of examining Hyemoon’s discourse of Uigwe. In
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particular, I apply narrative analysis to delve into the emotional and moral dimensions of
Hyemoon’s discourse and the persuasive power of narrative in this context.
In the contexts of social movements, the configurative and projective aspects of
narratives, mediated by culturally stocked plots, provide coherence among sporadic
events and powerful rationales for the movement itself and participation in it (Polletta,
2002). Furthermore, narrators often utilize, connect, combine, modify, and transform
existing narratives in society. The established belief systems and embedded ideological
meanings of cultural narratives are constraints, but at the same time can be a resource for
activists. A famous example is that of Martin Luther King Jr. who blended and modified
several different strands (non-violence, Christianity, U.S. constitution) into his speeches
(Selby, 2001). The example shows how activists can draw powerful awareness to those
taken for granted narratives, beliefs, and meanings, and increase the visibility of the
moral stances and claims suggested in them.
Moreover, the end point of a narrative is not always easily pre-configured, which
adds to the benefit of audience engagement. The unpredictability of a narrative’s ending
often allows the teller to surprise the audience and the audience to project or imagine the
possible ending. This aspect is closely related to emotions, morality, and beliefs both on
the individual level and as a member of a various groups/collectives. Different endings
can appeal differently, reflecting different moral stances and affects: satisfaction can be
felt with a happy resolution; anger and frustration with a failed resolution; sympathy with
a failed protagonist; compassion with a victim; and indignation with a villain who thrives
despite all the immoral actions done. The emotional and moral reaction evoked by the
ending of a story can be persuasive in motivating audience’s support or participation.
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Morality and emotion or “moral emotion,” as called by Goodwin, Jasper, and Polletta
(2004), is my central concern here in terms of its role in social movements while
analyzing Hyemoon’s making, weaving, and presenting stories to the public.
4.3

Analysis
In what follows, I analyze the master stories of Uigwe and Empress Myeongseong

that are composed of interrelated narratives, linked to three artifacts: the sword Hizendo,
Myeongseong’s carpet, and Myeongwol’s portrait and a museum-preserved body part. In
order to elucidate the nature and dynamics of interrelating multiple stories, this analysis
follows a specific sequence. First, because Uigwe and Empress Myeongseong are at the
center of the overarching master story, I begin by explaining their historical significance
and how they are connected. Second, the three narrative threads composing the master
story, each linked to one of the artifacts listed above, are introduced one by one. Each
thread is analyzed in three steps: (1) how Hyemoon frames stories from a moral vantage
point, (2) articulations or how those sub-stories are related to one another and to the
master story and (3) suggested or implicated solutions to the moral problems.
4.3.1

Uigwe
I start the story2 with its ending – the happy return of Uigwe home, after a long

sojourn:
The Royal Protocols of Joseon Dynasty will be returned to Korea on December 6.
On the surface of the Royal Protocols of Joseon Dynasty there is a printed stamp
stating that Colonial Japanese Government had borrowed them on May 1922. The
Royal Protocols of Joseon Dynasty would return 87 years and 7 months after they
were forcefully taken away to Japan. The Royal Protocols of Joseon Dynasty
contain the record of Empress Myeongseong’s funeral.
(Lee, Chung-won, 2011)
2

In this whole chapter, my definition of story is loose. I define a story as interaction among actors which
brings about any change, compared to before the interaction. I also use the term “story” and “narrative”
interchangeably.
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The above excerpt gives a glimpse of the news coverage of the return of “Uigwe” (Royal
Protocols) that were taken away during Japanese colonial rule of Korea. A page depicting
Empress Myeongseong’s funeral is presented below.
Figure 5. Uigwe, Empress Myeongseong, Hyemoon’s Book
From the left Uigwe cover, the picture of recorded state funeral scene of Empress Myeongseong,
Hyemoon’s book about the death of Empress Myeongseong (Source: Choongang Ilbo 2010, Nov. 9:
Yonhap News, 2011, Oct. 17; Seoul Munhwa Today, 2009, Sept. 22)

Uigwe (Royal Protocols of Joseon Dynasty) are official Joseon Dynasty’s (13921910) documents. According to Hyemoon’s book Uigwe (Hyemoon, 2011), Uigwe
documents a detailed record of primary rituals in the palace and their preparation. The
record is made up of both written narratives and paintings. The purpose of Uigwe is to
show examples and set the criteria for subsequent rituals in the Joseon Dynasty. The
records include repeated events such as weddings, funerals, parties, building/renovations,
and interacting with foreign ambassadors in the royal family. Some volumes are written
by hand and others are printed, while all the paintings were hand-drawn. The documents
were produced from the beginning of the Joseon Dynasty, but most were burnt during the
Imjin War with Japan (1592-1598) and then actively produced again from the middle of
the Dynasty onward. Typically, five to eight copies were produced and stored separately
in several designated archives scattered over the country. One copy was specially made
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for the King with high quality materials and vivid colors. Uigwe was registered in the
UNESCO’s Memory of the World Register in 2007.
By early 2011, 490 volumes of Uigwe remained in S. Korea. Some other volumes
had been kept in Japan and France. Japan’s Governor-General Office in Korea sent the
books to Tokyo in 1922 and they had been stored at the Imperial Household Agency
since. In the case of France, the French navy stole 297 volumes of Uigwe during an 1866
attack on Korea. The volumes kept in Japan and France were returned to Korea in 2011.
From Japan, 1,205 volumes of historic books, including 167 volumes of Uigwe, were
returned by Dec. 12, 2011. Hyemoon (2010a) lists the major steps in the process of
Uigwe recovery campaign:
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Table 5. Progress of the Uigwe Recovery Campaign
2001

The Committee for Researching Korean Cultural Properties
Abroad published the list of old documents of the Joseon
Dynasty owned by the Japanese Royal Family

2006, Sept. 14,

Inaugurated the Uigwe Recovery Committee (URC) and
delivered the Request of Returning Uigwe to Japanese
Embassy in Korea

2006, Oct.

Visited Imperial Household Agency to verify Uigwe

2006, Nov.

Visited UNESCO in France to discuss Uigwe issue

2006, Dec. 18

First resolution requesting Uigwe adopted by Korean
National Assembly

2007, Mar. 3

South Korea and North Korea agreed on cooperating for the
return of Uigwe

2007, May 8

URC requested mediation for ‘Returning Uigwe’ to Civil
Seoul Central District Court

2008, Feb.

Prime Minister Hukuda had press conference with Korean
reporters

2008, May 7

Korean-Japanese Association submitted petition to Upper
and Lower House

2009, May

North Korea and Citizen Committee of Seoul for Recovery
of Cultural Properties announced a manifest and submitted a
joint request to the Japanese government

2009, Oct 21

Ven. Hyemoon visited Japanese Foreign Ministry and
submitted the “Petition for Returning Joseon Dynasty
Uigwe”. Lawyer Choi Bongtae and Lee Yong-su (Japanese
Military Sex Slave) inspected Uigwe

2009, Oct.

Asahi (Japanese major newspaper) reported the issue of
Uigwe

2010, Aug. 10

Japanese Prime Minister announced a special statement
regarding Annexation of Korea100 years in which he
promised to return documents originating from
Korea including Uigwe

2010, Nov. 14

President of Korea and Prime Minister of Japan signed
“Hanil Book Agreement”

110

The record above is not exhaustive3 but shows important progress in the movement to
retrieve Uigwe. The South Korean government officially gave up the right to
dispossessed cultural properties and other claims related to the colonial control with Park
Chung-hee’s signing of the Hanil Treaty in 1965. Therefore active negotiation for
retrieving Uigwe from Japan at the level of the South Korean government was not
possible. Although foreign ministers of two countries had addressed the issue while
meeting about other matters, the substantial part of negotiation was mainly propelled and
achieved by civic groups with the support of several national assembly members in South
Korea, North Korea, and Japan.
4.3.2

Empress Myeongseong
Because Empress Myeongseong (1851-1895) was the central figure in Hyemoon’s

narrative about Uigwe, it is necessary to understand who she was and how she was
perceived among Korean people. Empress Myeongseong was the queen of Gojong (18521919) who was the creator of Great Han Empire (1897-1910) as well as the 26th king of
Joseon Dynasty between 1863 and 1907. According to the Encyclopedia of Korean
Culture (http://encykorea.aks.ac.kr/), since Japan’s win in the Sino-Japanese War (18941895), the Japanese government had interfered with Korean politics, using the armed
force they deployed in Korea. In order to ward off the Japanese power, Queen Min4

3

“A complete list of events is available on Hyemoon’s book 2010, pp. 161-164.

4

Empress Myeongseong is referred to as Queen Min in most history books. The title of Empress
Myeongseong was given in 1897, after her death, when King Gojong became Emperor Gwagmu by
declaring the Daehan Empire (1897-1910) (Han, Yeong U, 2001).
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(Empress Myeongseong) enacted pro-Russian diplomatic policy.5 Curtailing the
influence of Queen Min and her followers who opposed Japanese invasive policy toward
the Korean peninsula, 48 Japanese elites, including Diplomatic Minister Miura, planned
and enacted the assassination of Queen Min in 1985 (Yu, Hongjong, 1999, p. 387; Han,
Yeong U, 2001, p. 42; Kim, Ki-Jung, 1998; Choe, Mun Hyeong, 2001)). After the
assassination, King Gojong escaped to Russian embassy in 1896 for a year. Empress
Myeongseong’s funeral was November 22, 1897, two years after her death on October 8,
1895 (Kim Ki-Jung, 1998). The record of her funeral was included in Uigwe kept in the
Japanese Royal Household Agency until 2011.
Empress Myeongseong and her death are one of the most frequent topics of
historical dramas, movies, musicals, and books, as well as academic studies in S. Korea.
According to Kwon Haeng (2007), reevaluation of Empress Myeongseong and her role
has boomed since the mid-1990s. Around 1995, the 100th year since her death, novels
and research about her death were published at an unprecedented rate. Citizen groups in
her honor were formed and involved themselves in several projects to commemorate her.
For example, these groups replicated her birth house, made her portrait, gave memorial
services, researched documents related to her, and organized symposia about her death.
There have been controversies regarding Empress Myeongseong’s death not only
about who killed her and why, but also how. One of the most sensitive discourses is about

5

Since its victory in the Sino-Japanese War, the Empire of Japan occupied Liaodong Peninsula. The
Russian Empire, the German Empire, and the French Republic forced the Japanese Empire to withdraw
from Liaodong Peninsula. This action by Russia indicated to Queen Min that this empire was a possible
ally and favorable to Joseon.
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how she was allegedly violated while being killed and even after her death.6 Beyond
historical research, the big hit musical “Empress Myeongseong” (1995) ignited public’s
interest about her death again. Thirteen million Korean people have watched the musical
in 1,100 shows until 2014; the musical still keeps on performing at present.7
Prior to the musical, in most Korean dramas and movies, Queen Min had been
described as a bad daughter–in-law who was fighting against her father-in-law, a queen
who was crazy about power and luxury. However, the musical “Empress Myeongseong”
transformed her image into that of a powerful politician and a patriotic figure that resisted
the imperial invasion. That musical was based on the famous novel “Fox Hunting”
written by one of the most well-known contemporary writers, Lee Mun-yeol, and
published in 1994. The title of “Fox Hunting” is a modification of a phrase inscribed on a
sword called Hizendo (the topic of first thread below), meaning “stabbed an old fox.” The
musical became famous because of its great success in Korea and gained even greater
reputation when it became the first Korean musical performed on Broadway, in New
York State Theatre in 1997. Cultural commentators explain that during that time “the
syndrome of Empress Myeongseong” emerged, referring to explosive interest,
reinterpretation, and admiration of Empress Myeongseong as a martyr for saving a
country. This “syndrome” took hold in a social context where criticisms about history
made by pro-colonial historians coincided with feminist perspectives that grew in

6

This controversy will be addressed in detail in the section of Hyemoon’s published book later.

7

The description of the musical in the remainder of the paragraph is based on Monthly Musical retrieved
via portal site Naver (http://navercast.naver.com/contents.nhn?rid=143&contents_id=7451) and on the
website of the Encyclopedia of Korean Culture (http://encykorea.aks.ac.kr/), accessed on Jan. 20, 2014.
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popularity. Since the musical Empress Myeongseong, the interest in Queen Min has been
reflected in various genres, such as the historical drama of Empress Myeongseong by
Korean Broadcasting System, the music video of When I Would Die by the renown opera
singer Cho Sumi, the TV documentary Revived Mother of Joseon, Empress
Myeongseong, and the movie Like a Flame, Like a Butterfly.
4.3.3

Why Symbols and Stories for/of Uigwe?
In the subsequent sections, we will examine various symbols and events. On the

surface, they may seem unrelated to the retrieval of Uigwe from Japan, but were utilized
to direct the Korean public’s attention to the project of retrieval. Coincidently, two
retrieval projects of Uigwe overlapped around the same time. Whereas retrieving Uigwe
from Japan had been mainly propelled by civic groups since 2006, the other project of
retrieving Uigwe from France progressed at both the civic and governmental level with
three Korean Presidents and two French Prime Ministers8 involved in negotiation9 since
1992. At the time, the project of retrieving Uigwe from Japan was hardly recognized in
the public Korean discourse. On the contrary, Uigwe from France had been frequently
included in reports by S. Korean mass media since 1992, when the government formally
sent a return request to France. In particular, in 2009, the French refusal to return it,
despite acknowledging that the documents were pillaged, created a big commotion in S.
Korea. That incident was a primary news topic for a while, with civic groups and citizens
protesting the French decision. In 2009, negotiations for both sets of Uigwe reached

8

Kim Yong-sam, Kim Dae-jung, Lee Myung-bak, François Mitterrand and Nicolas Sarkozy

9

They arrived to Korea in the same year 2011 but on different condition. From France, in 145 years, 297
books were returned by May 27, 2011.The 297 Uigwe books from France are on the condition of five-year
lease. From Japan, in 90 years, 1200 books (including 167 Uigwe books) was returned by Dec. 6, 2011 are
permanent.
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promising points of possible immediate decisions to return the documents by both the
French and the Japanese governments.10
For the successful retrieval of Uigwe from Japan, drawing attention and support
from the S. Korean public was quite challenging but essential for the Uigwe Recovery
Committee to pressure the Japanese government. In particular, the year 2009 was
immediately prior to the 100th year of the Korean Annexation by Japan. Thus, symbols
were rhetorically employed for several different functions. First, they were an effective
way to publicize the case for retrieving Uigwe from Japan as distinct from the wellknown retrieval from France. Second, placing a tangible and visible artifact as a symbol
at the center of the story/discourse, Hyemoon made the Uigwe issue more concrete,
visible, and memorable. Third, by associating symbolic objects with a specific place and
time in the story, Hyemoon framed the artifacts, related events, and narratives to firmly
ground Korean collective memory from a “moral” perspective and invoked emotional
involvement (Goodwin et al., 2004).
4.3.4

First Thread: Searching for Hizendo

4.3.4.1

Framing Events and Stories from a Moral Vantage Point
The first thread is composed of several events/stories that revolved around a sword

called Hizendo, including locating the sword, publishing a book, and creating a
committee to retrieve Hizendo. In this thread, the goal of and actions toward retrieving
Hizendo are defined as moral issues, closely associated with the death of Empress
Myeongseong.
First of all, Hyemoon framed Hizendo as a weapon used to kill Empress
Myeongseong, which is defined as an immoral action. Then, Hizendo worked as a
symbolic link to other socio-political issues including Yasukuni Shrine visits, Military
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Sex Slavery, and the Japanese colonial rule of Korea. Most of all, keeping Hizendo in a
shrine where it was revered was viewed as immoral and, thus, reflective of the moral
identity of the people in the Shrine. Indirectly, this also raised the issue of the moral
identity of the Japanese Emperor who kept Uigwe illegitimately.
Presenting events and stories in relation to a tangible symbol, Hyemoon weaved
together multiple interrelated social events of the past and the present. In doing so, he
drew from/on Korean collective memory, culture, and beliefs about Empress
Myeongseong and the Japanese colonial rule, creating culturally resonant stories. In the
next section, I examine how Hyemoon engaged the public to reflect on the extant postcolonial problems through Hizendo, appealing to Korean public’s moral identity and
emotion. I return to the specific stories in more detail in the last section, as these stories
play a role as lessons, suggesting solutions to the moral problems Hyemoon identified.
4.3.4.2

Frame Articulations

4.3.4.2.1

Finding Hizendo

Immediately prior to inaugurating the Uigwe Recovery Committee (URC) on Aug.
8, 2006, Hyemoon confirmed the existence of Hizendo at Kushida Shrine, Hukuoka,
Japan. Hizendo has been known as the sword allegedly used in the assassination of
Empress Myeongseong (Hyemoon, 2010a, p. 161).
The finding of Hizendo first drew attention to Empress Myeongseong, which was
in turn linked to the issue of Uigwe. This is exemplified in the transcript below, which is
the opening narration of the Munhwa Broadcasting Corporation (MBC)10 TV show

10

Often abbreviated as MBC, the broadcast station is one of four major national South Korean television
and radio networks, and known as the oldest commercial broadcasting network in South Korea.
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258011 that aired on August 13, 2006. The title was “Operation with the Code Name of
‘Fox Hunting.’ ”
It will be the 61st Independence Day in two days. We have been infuriated by the
Japanese Minister’s recent reverential visit to the Yasukuni Shrine, the
illegitimate comments on Dokdo Island, and the distorted contents in Japanese
history textbooks. But that anger did not last long. We hardly probed and
analyzed anything about the many wrongdoings done by Japanese Imperialists in
the past. One of the representative examples is the assassination of Empress
Myeongseong done by Japanese thugs at the end of Joseon Dynasty. One hundred
and eleven years have passed since the assassination; there still remain some
records and traces from which we can figure out the truth of the assassination.
(MBC 2580, 2006)
By referencing several political events, the anchor indicated the presence of aggravated
anti-Japanese sentiments among the S. Korean public. The above comments introduced
footage of Hyemoon’s visit to Kushida Shrine, in which Hyemoon was in the role of a
researcher pursuing a sword called Hizendo that belonged to a Japanese samurai, named
Katzuki. Katzuki was the alleged murderer of Queen Min. According to a nun from the
nearby Sensinwon Temple, Katzuki repented his wrong doing later in life and asked to
put the sword in the Sensinwon Temple, but was refused. Instead, Katzuki donated a
statue of Bodhisattva to the temple and donated the sword to Kushida Shrine (Hyemoon,
2010a).
The show followed the quest of Hyemoon after he arrived at the shrine, verifying
facts by interviewing people and checking records in the Kushida Shrine and Sensinwon
Temple. When Hyemoon found the sword Hizendo in the Kushida Shrine, he asked to see

11

(http://www.imbc.com/broad/tv/culture/sisa2580/program/index.html)
The official homepage of this program introduce the show as “a program covering current social affairs,
investigating and reporting injustice and irrational matters characterizing contemporary society” and more
than 1500 issues covered in 2700 shows with 120 reporters over last ten years “with the motto of healthy
democratic society,” since 1994. The show earned a lot of prizes from such as Korea Broadcasting Awards,
International Amnesty Awards, Monte-Carlo TV Festival Awards, and National Human Rights
Commission of Korea Awards.

117

the sword. The manager of Kushida Shrine showed not only the sword but also a record
book showing when the sword was registered as a donated item in 1908. According to the
official record of the Shrine, at the time of donation Katzuki said that the sword was used
for assassinating Empress Myeongseong. On the surface of the sheath, the letters of
“瞬電光刺老狐”(stabbed an old fox swiftly) are inscribed. During the visit, Hyemoon
privately took photos of the sword, the record book, and shrine, which he integrated in
four essays of his blog12 that were also provided to news-reporters who came to the
inauguration of Hizendo Recovery Committee, four years later.
Figure 6. Hizendo at Kushida Shrine in Japan
From the left, Kushida Shrine, Hizendo with the hand of Hyemoon, Hizendo in the hand of the manager in
the Shrine, the record of donation: “killed the queen with this sword” in the upper left, the name of the
donator at the bottom. (Photos were taken by Hyemoon and appeared in MBC Current Affairs 2580, 2006,
Aug. 14; dongA.com 2006, Aug. 8; Bulgyo.com 2006, Aug. 8, etc.)

As the sword that killed Empress Myeongseong, Hizendo is related to the issue of
retrieving Uigwe because Empress Myeongseong’s Funeral Record is included in the
volumes of Uigwe kept in the Japanese Emperor’s Household Agency. Considering the
connections, drawing attention to Hizendo was a highly tactical rhetorical approach to
raise awareness, give information regarding Uigwe, and invoke moral sensitivity among
the Korean public. Now, I turn to exploring why and how the symbol of Hizendo was

12

The essays are titled as: The photos of Uigwe (8/8/2006), Encountering the sword stabbed the heart of
Joseon (8/8/2006), The assassination of Empress Myeongseong and the record of sad funeral (8/14/2006),
Let‘s retrieve The Royal Protocols of Joseon Dynasty (8/14/2006).
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utilized in order to signify particular socio-cultural meanings, linking with specific place
and time in Korean socio-cultural-historic context.
First, the selection of Hizendo as a focal point of the campaign for retrieving
Uigwe does not seem coincidental. As I mentioned earlier, even the very existence of
Uigwe kept in Japan was hardly known to the public at that time. On the contrary, Uigwe
kept in France was well reported, with special emphasis on its rare value as an especially
colorful edition for a king to read, compared to the black and white editions preserved for
the archive. To ascribe a distinct characteristic to Uigwe from Japan, Hyemoon
intentionally selected the volume of Empress Myeongseong’s Funeral as an icon (Peirce,
1998) despite the fact that other Uigwe contained records of rituals performed for other
kings and queens.13 Therefore, Hizendo could work as an effective index (Peirce, 1998)
to Uigwe. Moreover, the sword, as a more tangible, visible, material entity, was effective
in motivating the public to imagine and visualize the discourse of Myeongseong’s death
emotionally. Hizendo served as a reminder of the tragedy of the brutal killing of the
queen. In that sense, Hizendo could appeal as a symbol of violence, injustice, and
immorality, evoking moral indignation as well as sympathy and compassion among
Koreans.
Second, the “shrine” where Hizendo was found was another critical factor, related
to the emotional appeal. A Japanese shrine could trigger strong emotional reaction among
Koreans by association with the controversial issue of “Yasukuni Shrine.” In 1975, a visit
by the Japanese Emperor Hirohito and prime ministers to the Yasukuni Shrine provoked
indignation in Asian countries that were former colonies of Imperial Japan. In the

13

The choice was not unanimously agreed among involved parties, groups, and people. (Sul, personal
communication: Interview with Hyemoon, Aug. 13, 2013)
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Yasukuni Shrine, 14 convicted Class-A War-Criminals from the Second World War are
buried along with soldiers who died in other wars. In particular, Japanese Prime Minister
Koizumi’s six visits14 (2001, 2002, 2003, 2004, 2005, and 2006) continuously stirred up
strong criticism and protests among former colonized countries. There had been strong
protests in Korea whenever Koizumi visited Yasukuni Shrine. When Koizumi visited the
Shrine in 2006, about 500 civic-group members from Korea, Japan, and Taiwan went to
Tokyo and rallied against the visit (Kim Du-jin, 2006).
To the Korean public that had developed strong negative association with the
Yasukuni Shrine issue through frequent media coverage over several consecutive years,
the existence of Hizendo in Kushida Shrine could be easily emotionally provocative.15
The location of Hizendo could be a reminder of the resentment and anger intensely
expressed among Koreans towards the Yasukuni Shrine issue in 2006, the same year
when the documentary about Hizendo was released. Considering that the controversy
about visiting Yasukuni Shrine began with Emperor Hirohito in 1978, the possession of
Uigwe by a Japanese Emperor at the Imperial Household Agency could aggravate
emotional reactions among the Korean public. Thus, a story that a sword, used as a crime
tool for the killing of one’s own Queen, was still being revered at a shrine in the killer’s
country was provocative in light of recent and not-so-recent history.

14

The news reported the issue of Koizumi’s Shrine visiting only between Aug. 8 and Aug. 16 in 2006 is 16
times including major newspaper Hankook Ilbo, Donga Ilbo, and The Hankyoreh.
In the press conference when inaugurating Hizeno Recovery Committee (HRC), HRC states “it is not
accidental that Hizendo has been kept in a shrine,” and “in Yasukuni Shrine, 20. 000 Joseon people who
15

were sacrificed by Japanese imperialistic war are buried with war criminals.” (Buddhismjournal, Mar. 25,
2010)
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Third, timing was critical in producing strong rhetorical effects when centering on
Hizendo and its story. The year 2006 was the 100th year since Joseon Dynasty became a
Japanese protectorate and 110th year since the death of Empress Myeongseong. In 2006,
the URC was organized, succeeding Sillok Recovery Committee (SRC) whose goal of
retrieving Sillok (Annals of Joseon Dynasty) from Tokyo University was met in 2006.
Hyemoon worked as a Secretary General for both SRC and URC. At the time, the
returning of Sillok, its subsequent exhibition, and the back-stories of their retrieving
efforts were major topics in various mass media, partially because the retrieval was
considered impossible to achieve. Therefore, the gained high reputation through the
successful returning of Sillok and the ensuing media coverage provided a good
momentum to initiate another project of retrieving the remaining pair,16 Uigwe. I argue
that the novel topic of Hizendo with the good timing was helpful to publicize awareness
of the existence of Uigwe in Japan and the goal of retrieving it.
4.3.4.2.2

“Killing Joseon”

Hyemoon published a book titled Killing Joseon on September 10, 2009. This
book not only drew attention from mass media as a newsworthy topic but also worked to
strengthen the association between Empress Myeongseong and Uigwe. Several
newspapers17 introduced Hyemoon’s newly published book enthusiastically. Kyobo Book
Centre18 introduced the book as a history book that tracked and translated Japanese

16

Sillok and Uigwe is considered to be a set of Joseon historical records among Korean historians.

17

Newscheonji Sept.12, 2009; Buddhist Journal Sept. 14, 2009; Hankook News Oct. 16, 2009; Naeil
Shinmun Sept. 15, 2009; Jenonam Ilbo Sept. 25, 2009; Yonhap News Sept. 11, 2009.
18

The biggest bookshop in Korea.
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records about the death of Empress Myeongseong into Korean. The book included full
texts of photocopied “Minhujorack Accident” and “Eizo Report” from the original
source.19 Both texts had been at the center of the “raping a Joseon Queen” controversy
among both Korean and Japanese historians.
The “Minhujorack Accident” was written by the ex-editor of Hanseongsinbo20
Gobayakawa Hideo and was known as the memoir most vividly describing the scene of
the assassination of Queen Min. Gobayakawa Hideo was known as one of the people who
planned and participated in the assassination of the Queen. The latter document, Eizo
Report, was written by Ishizuka Eizo (1871-1945) who was a counselor for Joseon
Dynasty, residing in the palace at the time of the Queen’s assassination in 1895. Having
witnessed the Queen’s death in the near distance, he recorded the whole accident in
detail. The document was known as the first official report of the event, written in the
form of a letter and delivered to the Minister of Justice in Japan through diplomatic
channels, on the day following the accident, October 9 (Hyemoon, 2009, pp. 35-36).
Obtaining the document was critical because it included content that became the basis for
the controversy of “insulting the Queen’s body.” Hyemoon (2009) translated that portion
as follows:
. . . they came inside, dragged out the Queen, and injured a couple of spots with a
sword. They undressed the Queen making her naked and inspected her genitals.
At the end, they burned the body with oil. It is intolerable to describe that in
words. (p. 36)

Eizo Report is included in “Joseon Queen-event-related materials” from the Library of Congress
Archives Constitutional of Japan. The existence of Eizo Report became well-known to Korean scholars
until then, but nobody has ever obtained original document. Hyemoon was the first that could obtain them
from the Japanese government, for academic usage.
19

20

Newspaper published (1895-1906) by Japanese who lived in Korea. Functioned as an outlet for the
public relation of Foreign Ministry of Japan.
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This scene described vividly how brutally the Queen was violated. Despite
frequently and repeatedly having heard of existing controversies and extended
discussions among historians in relation to the killing and violation of Empress
Myeongseong, reading the above description translated into Korean could be shocking
and emotionally provocative to Koreans. The fact that the report is an official document
written by a Japanese officer seemed to have increased the intensity and credibility of the
description. Through the above description, Hyemoon attempted to show that “injustice”
and “violation of human dignity” have been done to the Queen. The above description
also directly mentioned “a sword” as the tool that injured the body of the Empress.
Nevertheless, the name of the sword was not clarified, leaving room for associations with
Hizendo among audiences familiar with Hyemoon’s work in retrieving it. Although the
book itself was a translation of the original text such as the above excerpt, the content of
the book, as well as the decision to translate the documents, seemed to be rhetorical
appeals to morality and pathos among Koreans, provoking feelings of indignation toward
the killers and sympathy for Empress Myeongseong, who was brutally killed and whose
dead body was further violated inhumanely.
4.3.4.2.3

Hizendo Recovery Committee

Despite the attention drawn to Hizendo in 2006 via a popular TV show, the
public’s interest to Hizendo got attenuated over the years. On March 26, 2010, the
Hizendo Recovery Committee (HRC) was inaugurated. The Committee stated that its
goal was to remove the sword from the Kushida Shrine, then the sword should be either
destroyed or treated properly with the right ritual after being returned to Korea. Hyemoon
became a co-chairman of the committee. During an interview about the inauguration of
HRC, Hyemoon and other committee members asserted and emphasized the
123

“immorality” for which the sword stood. Reports of the inauguration press conference
included the following reactions by the two co-chairs – Hyemoon and Choi Bongtae –
and by the Planning Committee member Lee Yong-su.
Regarding Hyemoon’s stance, Kim reports that “Hyemoon got furious, saying
‘How dare [they] kill a Queen in a country and to make matters worse, to preserve the
killing tool as a treasure by the killer’ ” (Kim Yu-jin, 2010). Choi and Lee also express:
The co-chairman Choi Bongtae, who is a lawyer (belonging to Daegu Bar
Association), said in a raised voice “It does not make any sense to keep the crime
tool after killing a Queen of a country with it. . . . Empress Myeongseong is the
symbolic victim of Japanese violence. The criminal who killed the queen should
have been arrested. The criminal should have been punished and the sword must
have been forfeited as a proof.” . . . Japanese Military sex slave Yong Soo Lee (83
years old) joined as a founding member of the Hizendo Recovery Committee. She
said “I am still shivering whenever I think of the Korean girls exploited. I am
more indignant when I think about the Joseon Queen who was brutally killed.”
Lee asserted strongly “Our government shows the same attitude toward both the
unresolved issue of Military Sex Slave and the issue of Empress Myeongseong,
without investigating and clarifying the responsibility for either.” (Park Muhyeon, 2010)
In the coverage quoted above, three members of the Hizendo Recovery Committee show
their moral stances related to Hizendo. For example, Hyemoon stressed the sword was
the “killing tool.” He further criticized the “immorality” of killing a human being and
preserving the tool as if it were a treasure in a shrine.
Considering the year 2010 was critical for retrieving Uigwe21 the creation of a
HRC in 2010 became another way to renew Korean citizens’ interest in Hizendo, which
had dwindled after the sword’s discovery four years ago. The news coverage of HRC

21

By the progress of negotiations and supportive participation of various groups and organizations, there
was high expectation Japanese Prime Minister would announce special announcement on August 9 , exactly
100th year since the annexation of Korea to Japan. Major Japanese newspaper, Asahi Newspaper and
Japanese Broadcasting Cooperation (NHK) covered the issue of Korean Cultural Properties in July.
(Hyemoon, 2010, pp. 8-9)
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usually included the photo of Hizendo and the Kushida Shrine. The sword and its
location were presented as having been discovered by Hyemoon. While reporting on the
HRC, Hyemoon’s other position as a General Secretary in URC was consistently
mentioned, as was his contribution in retrieving Sillok. Thus, the news about HRC
indicated the relationship not only between the sword and Empress Myeongseong, but
also between HRC and URC.
4.3.4.3

Framed Stories and Proposed Solutions to the Moral Problems
As suggested in the previous two sections, there are multiple, layered stories,

directly or indirectly associated with Hizendo. First, there is the story of Hyemoon who
quested for Hizendo, locating it successfully, but failing to retrieve it. Second, there are
two stories about Hizendo and its significance - (1) the story of the sword with which
Katzuki killed Empress Myeongseong and (2) the story of the sword’s preservation as a
treasure in a Japanese Shrine. Third, there is the story of Empress Myeongseong who was
killed tragically. There is the illusive story of Lee Yong-su as a Military Slave who
suffered by the Japanese, similarly to Empress Myeongseong. There are other resounding
stories such as the one about Japanese politicians and the Japanese Emperor visiting the
Yasukuni Shrine. Some other stories are more subtly embedded and underneath the
surface - e.g., the uprising of the Righteous Army, annexation and colonial rule, the
dispossessed Uigwe, and the Japanese history textbooks controversy.
Regardless of whether a story is explicitly told or implicitly invoked, its effect
relies on a contemporary S. Korean “stock of folk ideas and beliefs” (Snow & Benford,
1988, p. 204) that centers around Empress Myeongseong and the colonial experience. In
this sense, Hyemoon’s representation of three events showed high degree of “frame
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resonance” that refers to how arguments are “framed and the degree to which they
resonate with targets of mobilization” (Snow & Benford, p. 213).
Regarding the Hizendo issue, Hyemoon explicitly suggested particular actions to
rectify the moral problems he indicated existed in association with keeping and revering
the sword at the Shrine. Hyemoon pointed out two broad groups that needed to take
actions to solve the addressed moral problems: the Japanese side (government,
conscientious Japanese citizens, Kushida Shrine, Emperor) and the Korean side
(government, citizens) (Seo Hyeon-uk, 2010).
First, to the Japanese government, conscientious Japanese citizens, and Kushida
Shrine, Hyemoon suggested removing Hizendo from the shrine and handling it properly.
Hyemoon claimed that such an act would mean Japanese acknowledgment of the
inappropriateness of revering the sword. It would be further evidence of their sincere
efforts to correct an historical wrongdoing. Additionally, Hyemoon demanded that the
Japanese government apologize to Military Sex Slaves and compensate them financially,
as a moral act of repenting and straightening a past wrongdoing. He also demanded that
the Emperor return Uigwe.
To the Korean people, Hyemoon suggested nation-wide efforts of retrieving
Uigwe as an attempt to regain true autonomy and agency. Although Hyemoon did not
explicitly state his efforts – including locating Hizendo, obtaining Eizo Report,
translating the report, creating a recovery committee, and visiting Japan more than 50
times,22 – demonstrated his call to Korean people to take a committed and practical social
action instead of staying as bystanders of this important issue of national identity.

22

Often reported in mass media interviews of Hyemoon regarding Uigwe.
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Therefore, Hizendo was the artifact that served Hyemoon’s efforts to mobilize an
active social response and identity redefinition in relation to Korea’s colonial past.
Building on the rhetorical power of Queen Min’s story, he undertook other quests of
retrieving objects associated with her. The following section focuses on the second thread
of events that underlies the efforts of retrieving Uigwe – Hyemoon’s search for a lost
carpet, used by the Empress Myeongseong.
4. 3.5 Second Thread: Searching for Empress Myeongseong’s Leopard Carpet
4.3.5.1

Framing Events/Stories from a Moral Vantage Point
This thread is about locating a disappeared carpet. The carpet was displaced from

its original place in Gyeongbok Palace by an American soldier and sent to America. It
was returned to S. Korea with the help of the American government in 1951-1952, and
then disappeared again in S. Korea (Kim Dae-hyeon, 2010). During the search process
and having requested information from several relevant governmental organizations,
Hyemoon criticized the Korean government’s unsatisfactory practices and lack of
commitment toward national heritage.
Put differently, in framing the carpet as a symbol of forgotten and neglected
cultural property, Hyemoon connected it to the stories of Empress Myeongseong and
Uigwe. The carpet was framed as a displaced cultural artifact, similar to Uigwe.
However, whereas Uigwe was not yet returned, the carpet was returned from America to
Korea in the past, according to relevant records, which was the critical juncture of
Hyemoon’s framing. With supporting documents, Hyemoon presented the carpet as
forgotten and neglected by careless government administration. While stressing the
public obligation of the government organizations in charge of managing cultural
properties, Hyemoon not only criticized their lack of professionalism, but also contrasted
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it with the care and committed stance of civic organizations that had proactively pursued
retrieval of the disappeared carpet.
4.3.5.2

Frame Articulations
About two months after the news about inaugurating the Hizendo Recovery

Committee was reported, there was more controversial news23 related to Empress
Myeongseong. The news was about a carpet that was found by the National Museum of
Korea:
National Museum of Korea announced on Wednesday that it had found a relic
similar to the lost leopard carpet assumed to have been in Empress
Myeongseong’s office, in its collection. The empress’ carpet, made of 48
leopards’ pelts, was lost on its way back to Korea after it was taken to the U.S.
during the Korean War. (Park Min-young, 2010)
According to the news, the carpet had been taken by Hugh V. Giltner, a U.S. soldier
during the Korean War. Giltner had bought the carpet for $25 in April 1951 in Seoul and
sent it to his parents in the U.S. as a present. After a U.S. magazine [Life magazine]24
reported the carpet under the title “The Sergeant‘s Souvenir” on Aug. 20, 1951, it became
a topic of interest among Americans, after which the Korean Consulate General in New
York at the time asked for the return of the carpet, claiming that it was stolen from
Empress Myeongseong’s office. Responding to Consulate General, U.S. Customs Office
categorized the carpet as looted goods, confiscated it, and returned it to the Korean
Embassy in the same year.

23

The announcement of locating the carpet by NMK was reported by 3 TV stations, and 10 newspapers on
May 26, and 7 newspapers on May 27: MBC TV’s Newsdesk, SBS TV’s 8 O’clock News, YTN TV, The
Hankyoreh, Kyeonghyang Shinmun, Segye Times, Seoul Business, Dokseo Shiinmun, NEWSIS, Maeil
Business Newspaper, Naeil Shinmun, Herald News, Yonhap News Agency, PolyNews, NewsN,
Chungcheong Ilbo, Seoul Shinmun and etc.
24

Besides Life, New York Times, Sarasota Herald Tribune (Jul. 29, 1951), and Gettysburg Times (Jul.27,
1951) also reported about the carpet.
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Despite the seemingly good news of finding a long lost valuable relic by the
National Museum of Korea (NMK), not all reports sounded celebratory. For example,
MBC Newsdesk (one of the primary news programs) presented the news with a rather
bitter tone, elucidating that the carpet was located in the storehouse of NMK as a result of
a civic group’s request. The NMK’s announcement of finding the carpet in its own
storehouse as reported above, stirred attention among Korean citizens beyond the
attention drawn by the artifact itself. Interest was compound partially by the odd “timing
and place” of locating the carpet.
The log below shows the timing of three government organizations’ responses to
Hyemoon’s request of investigating the carpet and its finding. This log25 was posted in
Hyemoon’s blog, two days after the NMK’s announcement. The time log showed that the
NMK’s finding of the carpet and announcement of the finding were not quite congruent
with timeline given to Hyemoon as investigation results.

25

http://blog.naver.com/doorskyj/120108074245, 5/27/2010
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Table 6. Progress of Leopard Locating Project
2009

Hyemoon heard the story about returning the leopard carpet
from Korean-Americans in New York when he visited there

Nov., 2009

Hyemoon confirmed the article in Life Magazine and obtained
the “Repatriation List” at the University of Maryland

Apr., 2010

Hyemoon completed research and obtained further related
information

May 7, 2010

Hyemoon (as representative of CRKCP) requested the National
Achieves of Korea (NAK) and Cultural Heritage
Administration (CHA) to disclose public information

---> May 10, 2010,

NAK notified him that “no information was found”

---> May 13, 2010

Hyemoon received a reply from CHA, stating it could neither
locate the carpet, nor any related information

---> May 13, 2010

Hyemoon was informed that his request was transferred from
CHA to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs

May 17, 2010

Weekly Chosun reported about the issue as a cover story

May 18, 2010

CRKCP filed a bill for National Auditing to The Board of
Audit of Korea signed by 301 people including Hyemoon

May 19, 2010

---> Hyemoon received a reply from Ministry of Foreign
Affairs and Trade (MFAT), stating “no related information, is
still investigating

May 25, 2010

National Museum of Korea (NMK) announced they
located the carpet

As documented in the above log, Hyemoon specifically shows when and what was
included in the request for an investigation that he sent and in the corresponding replies
from the National Museum of Korea (NMK), the Cultural Heritage Administration
(CHA), the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, the National Achieves of Korea (NAK), and the
Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Trade (MFAT). As the log shows, the three
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governmental organizations, except the National Museum of Korea replied that “no
related information was found” until May 19. Since the NMK is the sub-organization
directly under the charge of CHA, Hyemoon criticized the CHA response as “absurd”26
and suspected corruption among the closely related organizations that were in charge of
taking care of cultural properties. In short, considering the consistent negative responses
from the three governmental organizations until May 19 and the dramatic finding of the
carpet by the NMK only six days later, Hyemoon contested the organizations’
trustworthiness with regards to their obligation of taking care of valuable cultural
properties.
Along with the time log, Hyemoon also posted the photocopies of the official
requests he sent to NMK, CHA, MFAT, and their respective replies. This contributed to
media criticism of the neglect that seemed to characterize care for Korea’s (lost) cultural
artifacts. A Prime time MBC TV27 news anchor commented, “This is the case [as the
well-known old saying goes] of ‘just underneath the light of the lantern is the darkest
spot.’ The civic group showed resentment, this example shows how negligently cultural
properties are taken care of” (Wang Jongmyeong, 2010). Hyemoon’s words followed
immediately after this comment, “Despite the return of this valuable cultural property
from America, it is irritating that the location of the carpet inside Korea has not been
known for several decades until now” (Wang Jongmyeong, 2010).

Hyemoon’s Blog (May, 29, 2010). “Sometimes I want to be a person like Won-gyun.”
(http://blog.naver.com/doorskyj/1201082284765/29/2010
26

27

MBC is one of the three major (terrestrial network) TV broadcasting stations in S. Korea, besides KBS
and SBS.
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Similarly, in the SBS TV news, both the anchor and Hyemoon make evaluative
comments about NMK’s position:
Anchor: “The museum could not avoid criticism that they even could not know
the value of the relic despite having it for almost 60years.”
Hyemoon: “The relic created an issue in the U. S. before its returning to Korea. If
such a relic was not taken care of, what can be said about other relics?”
(Yu Jae-gyu, 2010)
Even after the announcement of finding the carpet by the NMK, controversy about
the carpet kept going and was reported for a while. On Aug. 5, 2010, when a special
exhibition celebrating the remodel of Joseon Gallery was held, most media coverage did
not miss the fact that the leopard carpet would be displayed in this exhibition.
As described to this point, the topic of the carpet was newsworthy because it was
been hardly known to the public until Hyemoon requested that the National Archives of
Korea (NAK) and Cultural Heritage Administration (CHA) disclose public information
about the carpet. Since the NMK’s announcement, the photo of the carpet was seen on
the newspaper and news frequently:
Figure 7. Empress Myeongseong’s Leopard Carpet
(Source: from the left, shown on MBC TV, 2010, May 26; Yonhap News, 2010, May 26; Kookmin Ilbo,
2010, May 30; Chosun.com, 2010, Jul.23; Hyemoon blog on 2010, May 29)

Now, I direct our attention to how the carpet and the events surrounding its
discovery are related to the goal of retrieving Uigwe. The search for the carpet
contributed to the campaign of retrieving Uigwe in various ways, similarly to the case of

132

Hizendo. First, the issue of the carpet drew the attention of the mass media and of Korean
citizens to Empress Myeongseong, indirectly but powerfully (reflected by the numbers of
media outlets that covered the issue). Since media coverage of the case began, the carpet
was usually introduced by mentioning Empress Myeongseong. Eventually, after
announcing the results of a genetic research done by the NMK, the focus shifted onto
whether the Empress actually used the carpet or not.
Second, by searching for the carpet and inquiries to the government departments,
Hyemoon publicly pointed out the passive and neglectful attitude of related governmental
departments. Those departments were in charge of lost cultural property and were
supposed to be actively engaged in locating the lost cultural relics. On the contrary, they
showed neglectful attitude toward fulfilling their obligation, even after the formal
requests from citizens. Most of all, CHA undermined efforts of CRKCP and showed an
uncooperative stance, instead of supporting efforts to locate lost cultural relics.
Furthermore, the denial of the existence of the carpet was interpreted as the incompetence
of the CHA, indicating that the CHA might have not known what it had. On top of that,
the fact that the NMK had never displayed the carpet until that point added more doubt
that the carpet might have stayed in the storage for over 60 years without the museum’s
recognition and care.
As mentioned before, regarding the Uigwe from Japan, the government was not,
and could not be active because of the Hanil Treaty, whereas in the case of the Uigwe
from France, the government was actively involved. Thus, as a result of requesting
investigation from government departments, Hyemoon not only pointed at the difference
in the case of Uigwe retrieval from two different countries, but also indirectly
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demonstrated the contrasting stance and commitment between members of CRKCP/URC
and governmental departments.
Third, the “place” adds more cultural and symbolic meaning and nuance to the
issue of the carpet. Prior to being re-located to a new place, the NMK was housed inside
the Gyeongbok Palace between 1972 and 2004. Gyeongbok Palace is not only the place,
from which the carpet was taken away, but also where Empress Myeongseong was killed.
Thus, the existence of the carpet in the NMK storage, as neglected, evoked reflection on
the similarities between the carpet and the Funeral Record of Empress Myeongseong in
Uigwe. Both artifacts and their symbolic significance worked to invoke sympathy: the
carpet that belonged to the Empress was once lost, returned, but forgotten; similarly,
Uigwe was lost, neglected, and not yet returned.
4.3.5.3

Framed Stories and Solutions of Moral Problem
Similarly to the case of Hizendo, the carpet and its related stories were framed

from a moral perspective. There were several stories constructed and evoked through the
controversy about the carpet. There was the story of Hyemoon and other citizens who
were searching for the disappeared carpet proactively by requesting national level
investigation and auditing. Another story was about the carpet itself that had been taken
away to U.S., returned home but known as lost, despite its presence in an ironic place, the
storage of the national museum. Another story was about the murdered Empress
Myeongseong who received the luxurious carpet as a gift from Russia and might have
used it in Gyeongbok Palace. The stories of the carpet, the sword, the Empress, and
Uigwe share similar plot allusions to dislocation and relocation. Thus, stories revolving
around the carpet further amplified the stories of Hizendo and implied moral messages
first suggested two months earlier. On the other hand, there was a slightly different moral
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tone between the Hizendo stories and the carpet stories. Whereas the former linked the
cause of the problems and responsibility of rectification to the Japanese government,
Kushida Shrine, and the Korean government and people, the latter mainly focused on the
Korean government, without mentioning the American government (instead, it rather
implies the moral behavior of returning the carpet).
Although it was not explicitly pointed out, by criticizing the negligent and passive
attitudes of governmental organizations that are in charge of managing and taking care of
national cultural properties, Hyemoon implicitly demanded more committed and
systematic management of inventory of national cultural properties both inside Korea and
overseas. More importantly, Hyemoon drew the attention of the Korean citizens to the
necessity of having civic involvement in the matter of caring for cultural properties,
instead of entrusting or relying on the government completely. In a word, Hyemoon
suggested that citizens should have a self-reflexive attitude about the care of cultural
properties as a concern of civic domain, not as the sole right and obligation of the
government. Additionally, the contrasting attitude between the government and civic
group had another practical implication - to distinguish two different cases of Uigwe
retrieval: one from France propelled by the government and the other from Japan, driven
primarily by citizen groups. In the following section, we will examine the last strand of
the grand narrative of Uigwe and their retrieval. This thread is interwoven with the stories
of a Korean woman, named Myeongwol, who was represented as a tragic figure,
amplifying symbolic connections among Koreans as victims of Japanese imperialism.
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4.3.6

Third Thread: Appeasing Myeongwol

4.3.6.1

Framing Events/Stories from Moral Vantage Point
This thread is composed of several chronological events: the filing of a petition,

the discovery of a portrait, the inspection of the object of litigation, the judge’s decision
against Hyemoon, and the performance of a ritual to comfort the soul of Myeongwol, a
Korean geisha who lived and died in the colonial period. Hyemoon introduced the figure
as another example of a victim in the hands of the atrocious Japanese during colonial
rule. However, whereas Hyemoon attributed the death of Empress Myeongseong entirely
to Japanese imperialists, he indicated that both Japanese colonial officials and fellow
Koreans were responsible for Myeongwol’s tragedy. The central contention was about a
sexual organ sample extracted from Myeongwol. Hyemoon questioned the morality of
obtaining and displaying the sample from various angles and in relation to various
people.
First, taking such a sample without any justifiable reason, “just for satisfying male
sexual curiosity,” was defined as an immoral action done by Japanese police officers
(Hyemoon, 2010). Second, the fact that the governmental organization National Forensic
Service has kept the sample in a public institution for a long time after the liberation from
Japanese colonial rule was morally problematic on both state level and citizens’ level.
Third, Hyemoon questioned the morality (or lack thereof) of the Korean people who
watched the sample with enjoyment instead of feeling indignation, sympathy, and shame.
Lastly, the burning of the sample by government officials in an inappropriate way and
without proper respectful treatment was seen as immoral in the sense of violating human
dignity. In short, Hyemoon criticized not only the “immoral,” “violent” acts done by
Japanese, but also the “violation of human dignity” and “injustice” done by fellow
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Koreans (Hyemoon, 2010). To produce the effect of a moral shock and condemnation,
Hyemoon intentionally coopted visual texts, the cultural meanings of which I examine in
the next section.
4.3.6.2

Frame Articulations
In this section, I explore how Hyemoon invoked and appealed to moral ideals in

the representation of Myeongwol and related events. Most of all, Hyemoon actively
relied on visual semiotic meanings from Korean cultural stocks throughout the
representation. Thus, I pay special attention to that aspect while exploring how he
constructed the story of Myeongwol in the public domain.
4.3.6.2.1

Filing Petition

On Jan. 18, 2010, five delegates from Committee for the Return of Korean
Cultural Property, Gang Bohyang from Buddhist Woman’s Development Institute, and a
representative from Jogye Order Central Lay Buddhist Association, filed a petition28 to
Civil Seoul Central District Court. The designated defendant was the Republic of Korea,
and more specifically the Minister of Justice of the Republic of Korea. The plaintiffs
requested to abolish the display of a female sexual organ sample kept in the National
Forensic Service (NFS). Additionally, they requested to be compensated for the mental
distress and moral shock they suffered when they learned that it has been publicly
displayed in a national institution. In the petition, the plaintiffs described the organ as
kept illegitimate:
The female sexual organ sample (henceforth referred to as ‘the sample’) in the
National Forensic Service of Korea is known to have been illegitimately taken by
28

About filing the petition, 13 media reported on Jan.18 and 19 , 2010 including Dong-a Ilbo, Hankook
Ilbo, The Hankyoreh, Weekly Sisajournal, Donga.com, Naeil Shinmun, Medius, BBS, Maeil Business
Newspaper, MoneyToday, NEWSIS, Yonhap News, Cheonji Ilbo; about the issue, in the only one year
2010 various mass media reported 68times.
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colonial Japanese and has been still kept as a national possession by the defendant
ever since the establishment of the Republic of Korea. (Gang Bohyang & 116
persons, 2010)
In the petition, the plaintiffs continued stating the unjustness of keeping the sample, on
the basis that (1) it was not made for the purpose of “medical usage,” rather it was
collected because of “men’s sexual curiosity,” (2) the sample “demoralizes” and
“demeans” the role of the female sexual organ that has the sacred function of giving birth,
(3) the government has kept it without any reasonable grounds, which is “neglecting” its
obligations because it is against “human dignity” as defined by article 10 of the
Constitution of the Republic of Korea (Hyemoon, 2010). The document emphasized the
sample as an “insulting violence” the Japanese have done to “a woman of our country.” It
further stated that it was a deplorable fact that the sample still existed “65 years after the
independence” of Korea. In the conclusion, the plaintiffs requested that the display of the
sample be prohibited, that the sample needs to be destroyed with appropriate ritual, and
that compensation be provided for the mental and emotional distress they experienced as
fellow citizens.
4.3.6.2.2

Verification

When, two months after the lawsuit was filed, the judge announced that the
necessity of visiting NFS to check the sample, multiple mass media outlets29 reported
about the upcoming verification, providing the background information related to the

29

For example, Yonhap News 4/20/2010; MoneyToday 4/20/2010; MBN 4/20/2010; Newsis 4/20/2010;
Ohmynews 4/20/2010; Segye Times 4/20/2010; Cheonji Illbo 4/21/2010, etc.
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issue. Several media reports included a photo of Myeongwol’s portrait (below left). 30
The portrait was found in Matzmoto city gallery in Japan on Apr.10 by Hyemoon.
Figure 8. Portrait of Myeongwol and Organ Sample Kept in NFS
On the left is a photocopy of Myeongwol’s portrait. On the right are photos, counterclockwise, of
refrigerator where the sample was preserved, sign saying “don’t touch;” the organ sample; and the log for
checking if the temperature is right (Source: Yonhapnews, MoneyToday, MBN, Newsis, OhmyNews,
Segye Times by Hyemoon, showing the various steps of legal action)

Verification of the scene and evidence was held on April 30 in the NFS in the
presence of Hyemoon, the judge, and staff from NFS. On his blog, Hyemoon expressed
his emotional reaction to the experience of participating in the procedure. First, regarding
the sample, Hyemoon quoted the explanation of a NFS staff member who described “the
skill of removal.” According to the staff member, the cutting must not be done by a
surgeon because “the cutting line was too tattered and shredded.” After that quote,

30

Ohmynews, Sisajournal, and Newscheonji, etc.
In particular Newscheonji covered the issue relatively in depth, compared to other reports, including
Hyemoon’s explanation of discovering the portrait and the photo of sample organ. The article explains how
Hyemoon visited Matzmoto city gallery in Japan on Apr.10 and discovered a portrait, which is supposed to
be the woman whose sexual organ sample is kept in NSI. The portrait is painted by ( 石井栢亭: 1882-1958)
Ishii Hakute while he was staying in Seoul in 1918. Ishii traveled over Korea and painted portraits in 1918
and 1921.
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Hyemoon presented the photo of the sexual organ sample (above right one) and added the
following paragraph:
How can a human do such a thing to another human being? Without malicious
intention, is it possible to treat a young woman’s body in such a way? What kind
of people would giggle while seeing such a sample? Considering that
independence was not achieved yesterday, I felt indignation exploding in my
heart. It was indignation against ourselves who did not take care of our fellow
women. And fury about the vicious side of human character that is so tamed into
violence and cruelty that feels pleased when destroying the bodies of the meek.
(Hyemoon, 2010c)
In the above, Hyemoon described his indignation against several categories of people and
their actions: (1) the violence of Japanese police who made the sample, (2) the incapacity
of Korean people who could not protect their fellow woman from the violence of
Japanese police, (3) the “devilish aspect of humanity” that is tamed and desensitized by
violence and cruelty and which was at play when people enjoyed watching the sample
and giggled without feeling any guilt.
A month after the verification of the evidence, the judge ordered the verdict of
“repenting” by “proper burial” or “cremation of the sample.” However, no penance was
done since the defending side destroyed the sample by burning it in an inappropriate
way,31 without any consulting the plaintiffs. Hyemoon and his colleagues criticized the
act as an obvious display of ignoring the main point of “the importance of human right
and dignity” that the plaintiffs pursued as the ultimate goal in the case.
4.3.6.2.3

Message in the Visual Representation

In the post, Hyemoon used both verbal and visual symbols. I argue that not only
the contents of both texts, but also the order of presentation was intended to shape the

31

It was as argued from the perspective of the plaintiffs about what the prosecutor ordered the janitors of
the building to throw away it as if it were a trash, thus the cleaners burned it with other waste.
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readers’ perception and interpretation of the event. For example, Hyemoon presented the
photo of the sample, only after the emotionally charged description of the sample itself
and his emotional and moral reaction when he saw it with his own eyes. Thus, the photo
was not presented in a value-free, neutral way, but was framed by Hyemoon’s intense
emotional and ideological thoughts presented earlier. Furthermore, the two photos side by
side - the elegant looking lady first and then her eradicated body organ - was a rhetorical
strategy to signify Myeongwol as a human being rather than as object, not as mere props
but as evidence of Hyemoon’s verbal assertion.
Kress and Leeuwen (1996) discuss the difference between the semiotic codes of
language and the semiotic codes of pictures and note that respective codes have “their
own quite particular means of realizing” (p. 44). For example, in language the verb works
to show the action of the subject, while in pictures vectors function to show relationships
among elements. However, they stress that some expressions are more easily realized by
using either pictures or words despite some similarities between the two codes. The
photos showed the material, tangible, visible aspects, whereas Hyemoon’s verbal
description showed his abstract, metaphysical, invisible ideological thoughts (value
ridden) and felt emotions in detail. Kress and Leeuwen (1996) also stress that semiotic
codes are historically and socially influenced. Just as language use is different in different
societies, visual syntax is not universal either. In the portrait of Myeongwol, multiple
visual syntax elements, specific to the Korean historic and social context, were
embedded. Myeongwol’s sitting posture of overlapping her hands in front, with one
raised knee covered by the skirt, is a typical polite posture for sitting in front of elderly
people. The folding screen behind Myeongwol used to be a common item in the
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traditional rooms although the painting on the folding screen is too plain to be used in the
hall of a geisha.
As a whole, from the dress and other visual elements (e.g., color combination of
the dress, ornamentation of the hair and fingers, decorations of the room) it is hard to
guess that the woman in the painting is a geisha. Rather, from visual syntax, the woman
in the painting seems an ordinary middle class woman who is modest and humble.
Significantly, the use of pictures framed Myeongwol as a “fellow Korean.” The picture of
Myeongwol’s portrait presented and invoked the image of a woman who is “ordinary”
and “decent” in a traditional Korean society, as signified by Korean culture-specific signs
in the environment, furniture, dress, hairstyle, and posture. Applying Kress and
Leeuwen’s (1996) terms, I argue that “the visual expression” of a woman who
represented ordinary Korean traditional mothers and sisters was “more easily realized” by
using pictures.
Unlike the verbal reference to Myeongwol as a geisha in Hyemoon’s prior two
blog entries, the portrait did not match the typical imagery of a geisha as “luxurious” and
“flamboyant,” and thus the words and the visuals would seem to rather contradict each
other in Korean eyes. The contradiction between the two codes creates a certain tension
in this case that fostered historical imaginings. For example, one might have imagined
that were there no colonial invasion, Myeongwol might have lived as a “common,”
“ordinary,” “modest” woman instead of being a geisha, who suffered while being alive
and was treated inhumanely after her death. In Hyemoon’s blog posting, “Encountering
Myeongwol,” he added the photo below that was not included in any mass-media reports.
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Figure 9. Hyemoon’s Praying for Myeongwol at Matzmoto Gallery in Japan
(Source: Hyemoon’s blog post on 2010, Jun. 2, titled “A poem dedicated to Myeongwol”)

Immediately prior to the photo, Hyemoon wrote:
. . . I hope that this painting, this photo would be an opportunity to illustrate what
we have been deprived of and what we have to look for. In our society where
some people openly avow that we could achieve modernization thanks to the
colonization, I hope this painting motivates us to think what Japanese took away
during the colonial period. I also hope that this painting would be a moonlight
brightening our insensitivity and foolish colonial- slavery- mentality of not being
indignant with the lost beauty of Joseon. . . . Now I write a eulogy . . . (Hyemoon,
2010c)
In the above excerpt, Hyemoon contrasted two opposite stances among Korean
people regarding the colonial rule. One group (obviously the one Hyemoon aligned with)
evaluated it as an experience of suffering, losing agency and national pride and identity,
and being exploited by the colonizer. The other view evaluated the colonial period in the
opposite way. This camp praised the colonial rule as major contributor to a process of
modernizing Korea, which echoes the rationale of Chinilpa32 (discussed in the chapter 3).
Hyemoon lamented that such a “colonial/slave-mentality” was still prevalent in the
present Korean society. He employed the portrait and his photo of viewing it as a
symbolic reminder of the collective suffering and deprivation of the Korean people under

32

Korean term that refers to pro-Japanese collaborators.
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colonial government, just as Myeongwol suffered and was deprived of her human
dignity.
Coming back to the above photo, Hyemoon visually shows what he said in the
text presented immediately prior to the photo. Hyemoon stands in front of Myeongwol’s
portrait. Myeongwol’s portrait was hung on the wall. Hyemoon in his grey colored
Korean-monk-robe is praying by clasping his hands. Between his clasped hands,
Hyemoon holds Buddhist prayer beads. His non-verbal action visually demonstrates his
action and attitude toward Myeongwol; an illustrative symbolic action in contrast the
people who advocate the colonial rule. In other words, Hyemoon puts the boundary line
between the stances he takes, aligned with Myeongwol as a sufferer from the colonial
rule, from the people who took advantage of the colonial rule. He performatively and
visually amplifies what he stated verbally. Hyemoon also puts distance from some
Korean people who “giggled” while watching the sample as spectators, with insensitivity
and without any sympathy with “the fellow Korean female they were not able to protect”
(Kyunghyang Shinmun, 2010).
At the same time, Hyemoon clearly distanced himself from the action of the
prosecutor who burned the sample in a disrespectful way. Prosecutors’ action was,
coincidentally, similarly to the assassins of Empress Myeongseong who burnt her dead
body. In short, Hyemoon symbolically partakes in the suffering of Myeongwol,
demonstrating sympathy and aligning with Myeongwol as a human being as well as a
fellow Korean, assigning her human dignity. Further Hyemoon’s prayer in front of her
portrait as a monk, metaphorically elevates her image as Bodhisattva, like he clearly
expressed in the following eulogy. Overall, two opposite stances Koreans can take about
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the victim of colonial rule are presented to the readers: as a distant spectator or as a
partaker.
4.3.6.2.4

Hyemoon’s Loss

Even after NFS destroyed the sample in the following trial, Hyemoon still did not
give up demanding the compensation for his mental shock and suffering. He declared that
he was willing to accept the minimum amount of Korean currency 1 won (equivalent to
0.1 cent) in order to remind NFS to reconsider the issue of “human rights.” However, at
the end of the litigation, Hyemoon lost. First of all, Hyemoon’s claim of abolishing the
sample in the petition became groundless because the sample did not exist anymore when
it was destroyed by the prosecution. Regarding the claim of compensation for the mental
distress caused by the organ sample, he also lost on the ground that Hyemoon was not
directly related to the female whose organ became a sample, according to the judge.
4.3.6.2.5

Performing a Ritual to Appease the Soul of Myeongwol

Five days later after the verdict, Hyemoon and another two thousand Buddhists
performed Cheondoje33 for Myeongwol in Bongseonsa temple. Cheondoje is a ritual for
consoling the dead. In Korea, the ritual is typically performed in the Buddhist temples by
monks. The aim of the ritual is to help the dead people go to the Buddhist Paradise if they
are about to descend to Hell. In particular, for the people who died suddenly or tragically,
offering the ritual is considered critical.

33

It is an important Buddhist ritual of guiding a deceased soul to the good place/heaven, popular in China,
Korea, and Japan. In Korea, there are various forms and contents but usually following the order of inviting
guiding Bodhisattvas, inviting the soul of the deceased, treating the deceased soul, purifying the soul or bad
karma by bathing, offering foods and sutra chanting for asking help to Buddha and Bodhisattvas, tasting
foods, and sending off the soul. (Culture contents.com; CHA home page)
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The ritual for Myeongwol was held on Aug. 24. That day was selected
purposefully because the day was Baekjung.34 Baekjung is a special Buddhist holiday for
comforting dead people in some Buddhist countries.35 Even though the organ sample was
already burned, a Buddhist ritual was enacted on the special day Baekjung to properly
console Myeongwol.
The noticeable thing for the enacted Cheondoje was the numbers of the dead to
whom the ritual was offered. When the ritual for Myeongwol was held, three groups of
other victims during the colonial period, independence movement fighters, military sex
slaves, and forcefully drafted laborers were formally included. Although Empress
Myeongseong was not explicitly included in the ritual, Cheondoje for Myeongwol
invoked the tragic death of Empress Myeongseong, with the association of Empress
Myeongseong’s burned body and Myeongwol’s burned organ sample. The ritual offered
to Myeongwol and other victims, once again accentuated contrasting moral stances
between the prosecutor side and Hyemoon’s side as well as between the people who
advocate colonial rule and the people who sympathized with Myeongwol and others like
her, such as two thousand Buddhist who participated in the ritual. In other words,
Hyemoon’s group offered the utmost respectful ritual to Myeongwol, unlike the
prosecutor side that burned the organ sample.

34

Baekjung is also for folk tradition abided by the people who are not Buddhists. Korean Buddhists believe
that the day was originated from an episode about Shakyamuni Buddha and his top student, Mokgalana.
According to the episode, Shayakamuni Buddha told Mokgalana to donate all his fortunes to poor people
when he asked how to save his dead mother from hell. Baekjung started to celebrate the day Mokgalana
saved his mother from the hell.
35

China, Korea, Japan, and Vietnam.
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4.3.6.3

Framed Stories and Solutions of Moral Problem
We have explored several stories related to Myeongwol. First, there are

Hyemoon’s stories of filing the petition, searching for the portrait of Myeongwol, losing
the suit, and performing Buddhist ritual. Second, there is a story of Myeongwol who
lived as a geisha suffering in the colonial period and suffered even after her death. There
is a story of sexual organ sample which was eradicated brutally, had been kept for 65
years in a public institution, and burned without proper courtesy and ritual. There are
partially included stories of independence fighters, forcefully drafted laborers, and
Military Sex Slaves.
In the strand of Myeongwol’s story, the action of sampling was defined as
“demoralizing” and “demeaning” the role of the female sexual organ which has “sacred”
function of giving birth. Basic blame was towards imperialist Japanese police, but the
Korean government was criticized for its neglect to protect “human rights” and “human
dignity.” In a similar vein, Koreans who had enjoyed watching the sample were
symbolically aligned with the perpetrators by watching the sample enjoyably instead of
experiencing indignation. Hyemoon considers that unconscious compliance with immoral
actions or not perceiving immoral social problems is morally problematic. Thus,
Hyemoon’s suggestion of the solution to the moral problems is not limited to supporting
and participating in the retrieval of Uigwe, he further (or rather) suggests cultivating
moral reflexivity about social injustice.
Nonetheless, all the events/stories in three threads are interrelated to one another
and to the master narrative of Empress Myeongseong. Maybe the connection between the
thread of Myeongwol and Empress Myeongseong or Uigwe was not as easily made as in
the case of leopard carpet thread that has an obviously clear link. However, if the
147

audience heard of the stories of Hizendo, leopard carpet, Empress Myeongseong, and
Uigwe from frequent mass media reporting within an eight month period in 2010,
figuring out the link or reading the two stories as interrelated was not such a hard task. As
the below excerpt indicates, once in a while, Hyemoon elucidated the connection by
juxtaposing three categories of female victims:
Ven. Hyemoon said in shaking voice “imperialist Japan examined sexual organ
after killing the Empress of Joseon, took young girls away to the war as a Military
Sex Slave, and committed atrocity of making an organ sample by eradicating
female sexual organ” and “which is an insult to Joseon women and vulgar action
of violating human dignity.” (Um Min-yong, 2010)
The above quote shows a clear connection among three different characters from
Hyemoon’s moral perspective. Hyemoon juxtaposed Myeongseong, Myeongwol, and
Military Sex Slaves as victims of Japanese imperialists, from the actions done to them,
framed as “insulting Joseon women” through “uncivilized behavior that violated human
dignity.” As a whole, Hyemoon illuminated immoral actions through various events and
stories and demonstrated the necessity of solving the problems. Basically, Hyemoon
asserts the need for the individual citizen’s attention and participation in post-colonial
social issues.
4.4

Summary and Conclusion
White (1981) argues that stories predicate two kinds of ends: one for the end point

of an action sequence, the other for achieving the purpose of telling a story. What was the
end point of the action sequence? Did Hyemoon achieve his purpose of telling a story?
Now I examine whether Hyemoon achieved what he purported, utilizing stories and
framing.
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As we saw, in most cases, the events or stories are based on Hyemoon’s own
personal stories of quest, discovery, and emotional reaction. Goodnight (1982) describes
three spheres of argument:
. . . the personal, the technical, and the public. Argument spheres are
characterized by how disagreements are dealt with. In the personal sphere, only
informal argumentation, such as narratives and personal beliefs, may be required
and the subject matter is considered to be of individual consequence. In the
technical sphere, very specific rules of argumentation and standards of
evidence, . . . are required . . . The public sphere “transcends” both personal and
technical by providing “customs, traditions, and requirements” for argumentation
and taking on the subject matter that has “consequences” . . . beyond the personal
and technical spheres. (pp. 216-220)
First, I examined how Hyemoon’s adoption of story-telling was an effective move
to integrate those three spheres, I then further delve into how he utilized the narrative
combined with framing (henceforth framed narrative) for the purpose of the Uigwe
campaign. Narrative form was useful for Hyemoon to transform his individual concern to
a public one. Applying Goodnight’s insight, Hyemoon’s story of finding Hizendo, a
carpet, and a portrait can be seen as personal where his narratives and personal beliefs
only bring consequence to himself as an individual. On the other hand, when Hyemoon
took the action of presenting his stories via mass media platforms, his personal story
could easily enter into the public sphere where he displayed grievances that were no
longer personal, but rather social, and which could be disseminated, discussed, and
contested in the public sphere.
However, even in the public sphere, he displayed his action of questing as a form
of personal story that allowed Hyemoon to freely express his opinions and moral stance
towards and through pursued items. At the same time, Hyemoon could integrate other
events and related stories (eg., Empress Myeongseong’s assassination, Myeongwol’s
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suffering), giving some coherence related to the grand frame of injustice, instead of
dispersed/scattered/unrelated stories. Although each event/story (eg., finding Hizendo,
searching for the carpet, filing a petition for Myeongwol) seemed episodic as a part of a
bigger story, each event could gain thematic socio-cultural meaning, framed by
Hyemoon’s evaluative comments.
I discovered that there are four ways Hyemoon used framed narrative effectively
for promoting the campaign. First, he drew a story from collectively sharing a cultural
resource (eg., Empress Myeongseong) that contributed to more consensus about the
interpretation of his narrative from wider public. Moreover, he co-opted the popularly
embedded ideological meanings in the common cultural narratives (eg., atrocity of
Japanese assassins during and after killing Empress Myeongseong). As Selby (2001)
argues established belief systems and embedded ideological meanings of cultural
narratives are constraints but at the same time can be a resource for activists. In that
sense, Hyemoon effectively utilized existing narratives circulated in S. Korean society,
toward his rhetorical goal. Some stories are more popularly shared than others; some
stories are more based on facts than others. For example, Hyemoon connected, combined,
modified, and transformed stories with different degrees of popularity and factuality,
such as Myeongwol and Ishi’s love story that was made into a movie, the story of Shrine
visiting by Japanese politicians, preserving sexual organ sample in an institution, and the
controversy over insulting the dead body of Myeongseong.
Secondly, Hyemoon utilized the flexibility of shifting and weaving time though
framed narratives. He could represent events and stories not only as a form of what
happened in the past but embodied differently through the format of stories. For example,
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Hyemoon was able to represent the past, present, and future at the same time: while
unfolding the story of present, Hyemoon was able to connect to the story of the past, and
projected future. While commenting on the issue of the disappeared carpet, he claimed
governmental and popular negligence in taking care of cultural assets. This criticism or
blame not only can be seen as indicating past negligence and crimes, but also a warning
of the possible future regarding Uigwe and Hizendo if Korean citizens do not take proper
actions at this moment with strong moral exigency.
Thirdly, Hyemoon could display different moral stances and emotional reaction to
immoral actions and the promotion of ideal moral identities through the actions of
characters in the stories or events he staged, instead of explicating and asserting. Through
presenting and representing the outrageous and compelling events and stories (eg.,
finding Hizendo, translating the record of killing the Empress by Japanese reporter,
prosecutor’s destruction of sample), he could not only engage audience in moral issues
cognitively but also emotionally, which is considered a powerful means for social
movement (Gamson, 1992; Benford & Hunt, 1992). As Davis (2002) notes “narratives
reach beyond logic and proposition, working not by deduction and reflection but by
suggestion and identification” (p. 19) whereas normative and propositional messages
often are too explicit to persuade an audience.
Fourth, Hyemoon could make use of the unpredictability of the narrative ending.
Narrative induces the audience to project or imagine the possible ending. The invoked
and/or involved emotional and moral reaction of the audience regarding the ending can
be persuasive in motivating further support or participation. Davis (2002) suggests
different types of end: clear resolution that resonates with the moral purpose of the story,
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and the opposite, “unfinished,” “open-ended.” Some stories had clear resolution
regardless of success or failure, as the stories of the carpet, portrait, and legal case. Other
stories ended unfinished and open-ended, as in the stories of retrieving Hizendo and
retrieving Uigwe. As Davis (2002) argues, sometimes the open ending is utilized
purposively in social movement stories for motivating the readers to complete the story
with possible and ideal endings within the provided plot. In line with Davis, Hyemoon’s
ultimate ending of story-telling/making seems to achieve this motivational open-end
toward Uigwe, provoking and pressuring the audience to project the end.
On top of Hyemoon’s intentional utilizing of stories, his past achievements and
reputation affected the credibility and persuasiveness of his story-telling because storytelling/unfolding always occurs in a specific context. Hyemoon’s previous achievement
of retrieving Sillok from Tokyo University, Japan in 2006 became part of the context in
which he presented stories related to Uigwe retrieval in 2010 which could affect public’s
view of credibility of his story and action. Additionally, timing was also important part of
context; the stories of injustice Hyemoon presented were situated in the 100th year since
annexing Korea to Japan.
Gamson, Fireman, and Rytina (1982) suggest injustice as moral indignation
against the people who caused the problem invokes readers’ emotions and sense of
morality. Throughout the representation of all the events, Hyemoon consistently frames
them from a moral stance, highlighting immoral, unjust, emotionally disturbing aspects as
well as critiquing the people who did such immoral acts. On the surface, the obvious
antagonists are Japanese imperialists who colonized and exploited Korean people.
However, the framing of stories of Empress Myeongseong and Myeongwol was not only
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against Japanese imperialists who caused post-colonial problems, but also the Korean
government and citizens at present. The implication, often left unsaid, is that they are
partially responsible in perpetuating post-colonial problems unless they take appropriate
actions.

153

CHAPTER 5
RECTIFYING COLONIALITY
5.1

Introduction
This chapter examines Hyemoon’s rhetoric about the Korean language. Morris

and Browne (2006, p. 1) suggest that an examination of “how symbols – words, signs,
images, music, even bodies – shape our perceptions of reality and invite us to act
accordingly” is useful for studying social protest, an approach which is applicable to this
study in terms of understanding Hyemoon’s discourse: how particular word choices and
representations reflect and constitute the social reality of contemporary Korea and
Koreans’ identity. The main research concern lies with how Hyemoon’s rhetorical
actions, practically and symbolically, attempt to shape or reshape the public’s perceptions
about the relationship between Korean language and identity as Koreans within the
context of post-colonial society.
Thus the main focus in this chapter is on how Hyemoon presents semiotic symbols
and ascribes social meanings by contextualizing them in relation to the collective
memory of the past as well as to present social concerns. More specifically, this chapter
examines how Hyemoon constructs the social meaning of rectifying mis-used or misrepresented words as a critical social action to restitute authentic Korean autonomous
identity, thus helping to dismantle the colonial vestiges of self-denigrating mental attitude
and habits cultivated and institutionalized through colonial rule. During this examination,
attention is placed to how Hyemoon positions himself as a challenger against government
personnel and established institutions that undermine his (and civic groups’) propositions,
which perpetuate errors and ignore moral implications. I argue here that Hyemoon’s
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rhetorical strategy relies upon the selection of particular symbolic signs that are so trivial
and familiar among Koreans that they are unaware of the problematic aspects of using
them; then he reframes how they reflect significant social-cultural and political meanings
within the immediate and broader contexts and why they ought to be corrected.
The concepts of rhetoric and agitation are addressed before progressing further
because they are central to Hyemoon’s discourse. According to Bowers, Ochs, Jensen,
and Schulz (2010, p. 1), rhetoric is defined as “the rationale of instrumental, symbolic
behavior” (bold in original) which differs from expressive and consummatory behaviors.
These scholars argue that “A message or act is instrumental if it contributes to the
production of another message or an action” and “Behavior is symbolic if it has a
referential function in which it stands for something else (pp. 1-2, bold original). I view
Hyemoon’s discursive action as instrumental in persuading the Korean public to change
their perceptions about language usage – limited not only to words, but also to the
ideologies imbued in them – and its consequences. Other useful concepts for the analysis
in the current study are agitation and control. According to Bowers et al., David Faber
discussed “agitation” as an argument for social change and “control” as the opposing
response from establishment figures (Bowers et al., 2010, p. 1).
Comparing two mainstream traditional definitions of agitation, Bowers et al.
(2010) indicate that whereas one is “persistent, long-term advocacy for social change,”
the other is “a style of persuasion characterized by a highly emotional argument based on
the citation of grievances and alleged violation of moral principles” (p. 3). Drawing from
Faber’s traditional views, they propose their own definition of agitation:
Agitation exists when (1) people outside the normal decision-making
establishment (2) advocate significant social change and (3) encounter a degree
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of resistance within the establishment such as to require more than the normal
discursive means of persuasion. (Bowers et al., 2010, pp. 3-4, italics from
original)
According to their subsequent exposition, Bowers et al.’s definition is explicitly bounded
as (1) legislation and enforcement, and (2) a reference to mainly non-verbal forms of
resistive action. In this sense, their working definition is not exactly congruent with
Hyemoon’s non-violent agitation, yet not completely incompatible either. Thus, for the
purpose of this chapter, I selectively synthesize and modify definitions of agitation that
are based on those from tradition, Faber, and of Bowers et al. (2010)1 to create an
analytical framework to explore: how Hyemoon (1) through various discursive actions
(2) represents himself as being outside of the establishment, (3) advocates change with
associated emotional and moral principles, and (4) the responses or resistance that he
received from the establishment.2
After a brief literature review, I examine Hyemoon’s arguments about eight
linguistic representations. Prior to this analysis, theory of social semiotics is explored.
5.2

Literature Review

5.2.1

Social Semiotics
Collins English Dictionary (2011) defines semiotics as the “study of signs and

symbols, especially the relations between written or spoken signs and their referents in
the physical world or the world of ideas.” In a nutshell, the study of signs and their uses
for meaning-making is semiotics. It was originally developed from linguistics, an area in
1

I view that discursive action can be sufficient for agitating for social change, especially essential in the
beginning stage of a movement, as a prerequisite; thus I include verbal discursive action as an action of
agitation, not bounded by the portion of “such as to require more than the normal discursive means of
persuasion of agitation, not bounded persuasion” of their definition.
2

The central focus would be on (2) and (3) which are at the center of his rhetoric but usually mixed with
(1) and (4).
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which the focus is on the relations between signs and the things to which the signs refer
as well as on the formal structure of related signs. The discipline of linguistics centers
mainly on structure and meanings, with a focus on mediated language. Some scholars
have criticized mainstream semiotics, contending that analyzing a sign system itself by
limiting signs only to language separately from society is not sufficient to the
understanding of practical meanings used by people. For example, Labov – whose
historic linguistics was drawn upon for social semiotics – articulates the importance of
understanding social context. In his seminal work Sociolinguistic Patterns (1972), he
demonstrates how minor linguistic aspects have the potential to indicate different social
identities depending on the context. For example, Labov accounts that the social
meanings of a certain pronunciation of the progressive “–ing” indicates a speaker’s low
socio-economic status in informal situations, sometimes even resulting in a stigma.
Responding to this criticism, some scholars have begun to explore how social
context is critical to the creation of particular social meanings among social actors; such
studies of semiotics that are situated within a social context were developed as part of
social semiotics. M.A.K Halliday is known as a pioneering scholar who initiated the
theory and coined the term social semiotics. His interest is on the relationship between
language and social structure; he approaches language as a discourse or text within a
context that performs a certain function beyond surface linguistic meaning. For Halliday,
the purpose of social semiotics is “to study signifying practice in social and cultural
context, to analyze human meaning-making as a social practice” (“Michael Alexander
Kirkwood Halliday,” 2014, p. 263).
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Hodge and Kress developed Halliday’s theory further. In the book Social Semiotics
(1988), these scholars exposit the importance of social context while studying texts and
their constitution of meaning making. In the scope of social semiotics, they include nonverbal as well as verbal texts along with a social analysis beyond linguistic analysis.
Moreover, they stress the importance of context for understanding multiple meanings
among people while they interact in a concrete social, cultural, or political ground. They
assert that social semiotics analyzes discourse and texts in terms of not only their
linguistic meanings, but also their ideological meanings related to context. For example,
they argue that by using a local accent as a meta-sign marker, a person can present one’s
identity as a certain community member. They suggest that a power relationship in a
society and among its members is critical in order to interpret social meaning. Modality is
another aspect that Hodge and Kress emphasize through which messages are tied to
power relations. According to these scholars, all messages have a modality marker –
verbal or non-verbal – and modality is important because it establishes what counts as
truth or knowledge and can be the focus of ideological struggles. Most critically, they
stress that semiotic acts are always historical, given that they are connected with multiple
time scales.
Similarly to Hodge and Kress, Caldas-Coulthard and Leeuwen’s (2003) interest
lies more with modes of communication beyond language per se. They clarify that their
focus is on “how language and other modes of communication combine in multimodal
texts and communicative events” (p. 3). The emphasis of “social” in this
interpretive/critical social semiotics approach stresses the necessity of relating semiotics
to sociological themes and of applying social worlds, such as educational, cross-cultural
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communication, and popular culture. They suggest that critical social semiotics is a
powerful tool since it can be applied to discourse analysis from a critical perspective.
Most importantly, they examine the vital role of texts in constituting society through
producing, reproducing, and transforming written texts, which is the exact focus of this
chapter: the exploration of how Hyemoon produced/reproduced/transformed his own
writings along with existing ones. As social semiotic literature shows, a social actor
makes/assigns particular meanings to a sign from its various meaning potential which in
turn is critically dependent on the contexts. Now, I turn our attention to how semiotics
has been applied to empirical studies.
5.2.2

Semiotic Landscapes
Jaworski and Thurlow’s (2010) book Semiotic Landscapes shows a variety of

semiotic topics covered within various social contexts in the actual world: graffiti;
commodification of language for creating high class sex industry in Switzerland; the
internet as a virtual space that interacts with physical spaces; the ideology of linguistic
landscapes and soundscapes from a media scene; social production of contested spaces
(as discussed in chapter 3); war memorials as expressions of dominant ideologies and
moral dimensions; and public monuments as moral and global touristic resources. Despite
this dramatic variety, one of the most well developed and researched topics addresses
signage which is a distinctively visible language/writing form of social practice.
Although my research focus is not entirely on signage itself, these studies are insightful
in the sense that they examine social meaning makings within concrete contexts. Below, I
review two recent studies of signage that are explored within socio-political contexts of
different communities, using empirical data.
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Kallen (2010) represents the linguistic landscape in contemporary Dublin where
globalization influences or interacts with traditional local signage in several different
domains. He discovered that the linguistic signs index different readings from different
interpretive frames. His research evolved from the understanding of “the linguistic
landscape as an ensemble of multiple systems within the same visual field and not as a
single system” while examining the signage in Dublin (p. 46). He applies a discursive
frame to visual signage, based on the functional and formal similarities of activities of the
state that resulted in its placement in the civic frame category. The signage of “civic
frames” covers the regulation of traffic, the control of litter, the labeling of public streets,
the encouragement or prohibition of some kinds of public behavior, the labeling of
government offices, and the creation of jurisdictional boundaries. In order to ensure
validity, this civic signage must comply with certain forms and marks such as insignia or
other identifying marks of the state. In public street-signs regulated by the public policy
of bilingualism, there is only Irish and English: with two distinct orthographic systems,
the former occupies the upper level and the latter the bottom of the sign space.
Kallen (2010) then compares civic to “non-civic frames,” such as the market
place, portals, the wall, and the detritus zone. He discovers that the civic frame favors the
two official languages whereas other areas were inconsistent. For example, signage in the
marketplace was either monolingual or used various mixed languages depending on the
community where shops were located. However, in the case of internet portals,
multilingualism was the default. He demonstrates that different frameworks and conflicts
of choice are prevalent where unequal values and resources operate. His approach is a
reminder to researchers who can easily miss various operating systems, even in such a
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seemingly monotonous linguistic landscape as Dublin. Moreover, his study alerts one to
take note as to how the same, similar, or seemingly different language usages –
dependent on the stance and power differential of the social actors, groups, or institutions
– can be perceived with dramatic differences, practiced with different social valences,
and imbued with different ideological meanings.
Dray’s (2010) study also illuminates how socio-political contexts are closely
interrelated to the ideological significance of particular languages and their differentiated
social functions, even among social members who share the same geo-political place.
Dray’s (2010) research is about the Jamaican Creole in Jamaica where English is a
standardized code for signage as the official written language. In this country, English
has its highly codified orthography and high status; by contrast, Creole has little prestige
or codified orthography, despite the fact that the majority of Jamaicans use it for their
daily speech. Dray’s research discovered that there was no indication of treating Creole
equally with English in spite of a recently changed governmental educational policy of
acknowledging Creole as one of the bilingual languages; she further argues that – instead
of a more appropriate action – a step-change was instituted in order to maintain the status
quo of the linguistic hegemony of English while signifying Creole as a low language.
Interestingly, Dray also uncovered how local people nonetheless creatively utilize
vernacular Creole in various ways: for example, when making signage of customer
notices, fly posters, advertisements, and bus logos. She found that small local business
owners and clients use Creole as a resource by which to negotiate their transactions and
interpersonal relations despite the government’s denouncement of Creole as the official
written language. As Dray describes, through the increasing presence of visual public
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communication using vernacular Creole, this language tends to become visible and
sometimes accepted as more appropriate than is Standard English among the local
audience. She concludes that the hand-produced signage in Creole by local people opens
a space and embodies different values and ideologies about signage where institutional
regulation has hardly any control.
Dray’s study presents two points that are quite significant for the current study.
First, the hierarchical differentiation of languages that may result from political policy by
the hegemonic establishment is similar to what occurred in terms of language policy
during the Japanese colonial rule in Korea. At that time, the Japanese language was
treated as superior to Korean, and thus eventually the Korean language and names were
prohibited. Japanese then was imposed as the sole language since 1938; the policy’s
opponents were severely punished and forfeited any social rights and participation. Thus,
to examine Hyemoon’s critical stance about using Japanese words and expressions in
post-colonial South Korean society, I need to explore how the collective experience and
memories of this prohibited mother tongue not only counted among what happened in the
colonial past but also affected contemporary Koreans’ consciousness and the reality of
society. Second, Dray’s study demonstrates how seemingly mundane practices of
speaking, writing, and adopting one language over another can be ideologically-charged
social actions that constitute the language users’ agency, autonomous identity, and
resistance against the hegemonic establishment. Similarly, Hyemoon’s assertion about a
particular word can be seen as a rhetorical action with regard not only to colonial
remnants but also to current political landscapes of South Korea. Therefore, regarding
Hyemoon’s challenge against established power or personnel amidst public institutions, I
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focus not only on how he frames and represents these challenging actions, but also on
what his actions aim for in terms of Koreans’ identity and the current state of Korean
society.
5.3

Analysis
In this section, I closely examine eight words: (1) examples of mis-translated

words about a fish and monk’s name, (2) examples of mis-represented words about pine
trees, seaweed, and a rubbed copy of a monument, and (3) mis-used words about death,
military sex slaves, and a museum.
In each case, I apply Peirce’s (1998) proposition of triadic relationship among sign,
object, and interpretant.3 First, I describe semiotic symbols in the embodied or inscribed
place in terms of immediate and specific social situations or contexts. Textual and
denotative4 dimensions provide a framework for this level. Second, the texts are further
situated within a broader time and place, within the context of Korean society. An
interactional dimension is the focus here. Third, various levels of ideational and
connotative meanings (e.g., metaphoric association, symbolic, discursive) are
interpreted.5 At this level, meta-language and meta-messages are analyzed to uncover

3

Sign as representamen in his terms means representing an object. An object is what a sign points to and

contains some entity of “meaning potential” to be read. Interpretent is the immediate meaning of a sign
(similar to denotation) or its implication (similar to connotation) that can be read by further relating to the
object, representaman and the interpretent.
4

“Textual, interactional, ideational potential” is adopted from Halliday (1978) and “denotative and

connotative, metaphoric association, symbolic meanings, discourse” from Abousnnouga and Machin
(2010).
5

The interpretive meanings are from considering dialogical interactions among six aspects adopted from
Harvey (1996, pp. 78-79): language/discourse, beliefs/values/desires, institutions/rituals, material practices,
social relations, and power.
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what value Hyemoon assigns to language and how he attempts to construct discursive
rhetoric to legitimatize and promote his values, ideas and goals. Moreover, as explained
in the introduction of this chapter, I use a synthesized analytical focus on agitation as
argumentation for social change.6
5.3.1
5.3.1.1

Mis-translated Words
From Sungeo To Songeo
It has been a while since the title of Shubert’s piano Quintet Trout that appears in
music textbooks in junior and senior high schools was mistakenly known as
Sungeo (mullet) instead of Songeo (trout). A decision was made to correct this
mistake now, although it seems quite late. (Baek Seung-gyu, 2010).

The above news headline was part of a report delivered by MBC TV’s Newsdesk7 on
March 16, 2010. The focus of this news story is on the change of one single vowel in the
Korean translation of Schubert’s Quintet title. The report continues to explain why the
difference of one single vowel matters: Sungeo had been used as Schubert song’s title in
various music scores and textbooks in South Korea since the Japanese colonial period.
Even though it had been a long time since it had been known as Sungeo and Songeo are
two different fish (thus the title Sungeo is a wrong translation), there have been no efforts
to redress this mistake in the textbooks. The report, however, stresses a recent change
announced by the Ministry of Education, Science and Technology (MEST): its decision
to correct the word in the textbooks the following year, as a result of Hyemoon’s civil

6

How Hyemoon (1) represents himself as outside of establishment (2) what change is advocated with what
emotional and moral principles (3) through what kind of discursive actions (4) what response or resistance
he got from establishments.
7

Munhwa Broadcasting Corporation (MBC) is one of the three main South Korean broadcast TV

companies started in 1969. MBC Newsdesk is the main nightly newscast of the Munhwa Broadcasting
Corporation, airing every night at 19:55 KST. The program has been the main evening news program since
1970.
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request. In the interview, as the motive of request, Hyemoon states that “I felt irritated by
the distorted fact, particularly the school textbooks children learn from, which was
supposed to be corrected but was not in reality . . . in order to straighten our deplorable
realities.”
Besides the above example, there are two other similar cases where Hyemoon
corrected a wrong translation in the school music textbooks. One is a song titled “Nessum
dorma” in Puccini’s opera Turandot that was translated as the words “Sleepless Princess”
instead of the original words “None shall sleep” [literary translation from original title]
(Song, Yeong-han, 2013). Hyemoon indicated that the former translation could be easily
mistaken as a love song, which he argues is far from the opera’s theme. MEST
acknowledged that Hyemoon’s request was accepted and the present title would be
changed so that would be faithful to the title’s original meaning. Another example is
German composer Carl Maria von Weber’s opera Der Freischütz (Hunter’s Bride in
English) which was taught as Satanui Masu (Satan’s Evil Hand) instead of Matanui Sasu
(Shooter’s Magic Bullet).
Among the three song titles, the episode of rectifying the fish name has been one
of the most frequently raised examples among Hyemoon’s talks and interviews with the
media. In one newspaper column, he discusses this issue in an article titled, “The country
where one cannot call Songeo as Songeo.” Hyemoon also writes in a blog entry: “. . .
several decades have passed since the mistake was repeated at school without anybody’s
attempts to correct it. The name of the country is South Korea” (Hyemoon, 2010b). In
short, viewing the correction of wrongly translated song titles in school textbooks as a
serious problem was unprecedented in South Korea.
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Hyemoon often offers a rhetorical question about why such mis-translations occur
and what they mean for society. He himself assumes that European operas were
introduced to Korea during the Japanese colonial period with Japanese titles, from which
the mistaken Korean translation of Weber’s opera was taken. What Hyemoon laments the
most is the delayed attempts to correct the mistakes for “several decades” after being
liberated from Japan; he accuses the writers and editors of music textbooks as well as
intellectuals in music circles who acquired their degrees in Europe and therefore must
have recognized the mistakes, but did not attempt to correct them. Most importantly,
Hyemoon contends that the perpetuation of such mistakes comes fundamentally from an
indifference among social members who lack the consciousness to recognize the
importance and necessity of such corrections. He highlights how such an attitude has
affected Korean social reality in which truth is replaced by wrong or false facts. He
poignantly notes:
What made me furious was our reality in which truth is ignored. A music teacher
who teaches Songeo as Sungeo just because it was written this way in the
textbook, a student who has to learn the false thing as if it were truth because it
was suppressed by the authority of a textbook, and the social indifference that did
not intentionally attempt to change the textbook. (Hyemoon, 2010b)
Hyemoon above describes such a “deplorable reality” in which students and teachers
have continued to teach and learn such falsities as truth, bounded by a textbook’s
authority. As the underlying reason for this distortion, he points out:
The invisible authority and power that block the truth itself is revealed as the
truth. Correcting wrong thing requires rejecting authority that already has gained
hegemonic power; when an illegitimate group still has hegemonic power and
authority, the faults are not corrected. (Hyemoon, 2010b)
Hyemoon argues that not only negligence and indolence of intellectuals in music circles
and citizens – but also structural, hegemonic power – impacts the perpetuation of false or
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mistaken phenomena, thereby sabotaging the correction. Similar to Halliday’s (1988)
view about language, Hyemoon perceives that the meaning making of language is not
freestanding, but rather operates within a context in which specific practices occur at the
intersection of social structure, power, ideology, and agency.
Hyemoon concludes by expressing “I want to live in a society where I can call
Songeo as Songeo.” This statement suggests that Korean people can create a better
society in which truth is not distorted or covered by falsities. In sum, by raising a
concrete and easily recognizable example of a song title, Hyemoon asserts the necessity
of being aware of social indifference to problematic reality and urges action to change it.
His rhetorical action aims to draw the public consciousness to a seemingly trivial and
neglected issue reflecting a Korean social reality that is taken for granted as the truth. He
represents his action of correcting misrepresented words as challenging attempts or
agitation to shake such public consciousness, stating, as he does repeatedly in his efforts
to create awareness of historical and current injustice, “I boldly am throwing a stone
toward social indifference and erroneous authority.”
5.3.1.2

Songeo in the Context
In the argument of the fish name, Hyemoon’s criticism obviously targets school

music textbooks. Such symbolic and social meaning of correcting mistaken words,
however, goes far beyond these music textbooks. In fact, there were two other textbook
controversies that had emerged by the time Hyemoon raised the song title issue. One was
a conflict about Japanese history textbooks among ex-colonized Asian countries and the
other was a controversy about Korean history textbooks.
The first, one of the most intense ongoing conflicts between Japan and excolonized countries, deals with the content of Japanese history textbooks. The conflict
167

initially occurred in 1982 regarding content that was planned to be used in Japan’s
primary, junior and senior high schools. From the Korean perspective, the textbooks
contained distorted historic facts about ancient, modern, and contemporary Korean
history. In particular, the Korean people were furious about serious distortions about what
happened during the colonial rule. Moreover, some Japanese politicians’ comments about
the issue aggravated and provoked Korean sentiments even more, which in turn
stimulated an enormous anti-Japanese movement in South Korea and called for
correction of Japanese history textbooks. Finally, the Japanese government issued a
memorandum of correction. The case seemed to appease South Koreans at the time when
Japan’s Minister of Education decreed the criteria for publishing textbooks.
Nonetheless, similar issues repeatedly have occurred and stirred up constant
conflicts and controversies. In particular, the Japanese Society for New History
Textbooks (JSNHT) was at the center. Regarding a 2001 textbook produced by JSNHT
with the publisher Hushoda – in which the existence of Japanese military sex slavery and
the Nanking Massacre was denied while Japanese colonization of Asian countries was
justified and praised – Korea and China criticized such distorted content and demanded
rectification (Huh, Dong-Hyun, 2005). However, the approved textbooks’ accreditation
by the Japan’s Ministry of Education triggered pan-Asiatic opposition activities in South
and North Korea, China, Japan, and Australia. Korean and Japanese civic groups were
forged as a result and halted the use of these textbooks. In 2005, the Japanese
organization “Network 21 for Children and Textbooks” actively pitched a nationwide
action and also there was an international campaign in New York. The controversy
surged again in 2009 with a Japanese history textbook Jiyu (Freedom) that was similar to
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the Hushoda version. Choi, Kab-Rok (2004) argues that the central conflict of historical
distortion is rooted in an unresolved past liquidation of the colonial history between
Korea and Japan.
The most fierce contention occurred in May 2013, revolving around a Kyohaksa
(Kyohak Publishing) edition of a Korean history textbook that passed preliminary
examination from the Ministry of Education (the Korea Institute for Curriculum and
Evaluation); as a result, the whole of Korean society was thrown into turmoil, including
historian circles, educational circles, political circles, and civil society. The textbook was
written allegedly by “New Right” wing historians (Jeong Haegu, 2006; Park Mi-Seon,
2014; Yun Minjae, 2008). The Kyohaksa Korean history textbook written by the New
Right distinctly contrasts with most Korean history textbooks since 1998, in which the
democratizing movement over the military dictatorship as well as the equal treatment of
North and South Koreans have been typically favored. On the contrary, in the Kyohaksa
history books, economic growth is represented as the fundamental basis of authentic
Korean national identity; thus the colonial period, the authoritarian dictatorship of Park
Chung-hee, and neo-liberalism are highly esteemed for their roles in developing the
economy of S. Korea (Lee Sin Cheol, 2013).
In terms of the broader social context, Hyemoon’s assertive actions for the
rectification of incorrect words and knowledge in the Korean textbooks may have been
related to ongoing heated controversies and conflicts involving Japanese and Korean
history textbooks. I argue that Hyemoon’s irritation “about distorted facts even in the
textbooks from which students learn” could easily be associated with the issue of the
Japanese and first New Right textbooks. Thus, his statement, “That is why I filed the
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request, in order to straighten out our deplorable/heavy realities of life” about music
textbook is more multi-nuanced and self-reflective under the circumstances (Baek Seunggyu, 2010). The deplorable reality seems to refer not only to the Korean music textbook
in the immediate context of the interview, but also to both the Japanese and the Korean
history textbook controversies. Also his phrase “which was supposed to be corrected but
was not in reality” may reflect his perception of the irony in both cases in which Koreans
had strongly contested incorrect information in the Japanese textbook, but in their own
Korean history book the corrections were not carried out “in reality.”
Peirce (1998) points out that a symbol allows a new discovery through reasoning.
At the same time, he acknowledges it is difficult to challenge ideas and knowledge
attached to symbols that are based on habits and common sense in a society. He also
argues that such habits and common sense rarely are doubted unless seriously interrupted.
While discussing the issue of words in the Korean music textbook, Hyemoon alluded to
the issue of the Japanese and Korean textbooks. On the one hand, the issue of
mistranslated words in the Korean text may be not easily noticeable among Koreans
because these words have been in their linguistic landscape for a long time, blended well,
and perceived as taken for granted out of habit. On the other, the issue of the Japanese
and Korean texts was occurring recently and repeatedly, thus creating visible protests and
contention among South Koreans.
The issues of the Korean and Japanese textbooks seem similar in the sense that the
central point is about mistakes or mistranslated/misrepresented words/language/ideas and
both are related to Japanese colonial rule. However, whereas the former became subtle
and unremarkable in Koreans’ perceptions, the latter was visibly marked by ongoing
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large-scale radical protests and intense controversy. In other words, the degree of
awareness associated with each issue seems extremely different among the South Korean
public’s sensitivity and perceptions. In this sense, Hyemoon’s rhetoric seems to aim to
interrupt the habitual attitude towards the former by juxtaposing, linking, associating
with, and alluding to the latter. By filing a request to Korea’s Ministry of Education, he
drew attention to similar distortions occurring inside South Korea that were recognized
and acknowledged but yet ignored with no attempts at correction. Therefore, Hyemoon
sheds light on a societal contradiction: while Japanese historians may dissent about
historic facts perceived by most Korean historians and even some New Right may have
different opinions about Korean historical facts, the issue of incorrect Korean song titles
is generally acknowledged but the titles have never been amended. Hyemoon reframes
the ignored, insignificant song titles into an issue that is as important as the history
textbook distortion issue in terms of being caused from colonial experience and still
being perpetuated, thereby having the readers self-reflect to raise consciousness and take
action about prevalent but ignored colonial vestiges in their everyday lives.
5.3.1.3

From Konghae to Dalhae
In the previous section, we focused on how Hyemoon addresses the importance of

correcting mistranslated words; it is important to note that his concern about
mistranslation is not limited to inside South Korea, as illustrated in a letter he sent to the
British Museum’s director on Feb. 20, 2014 (Hyemoon, 2014). In the letter, Hyemoon
indicated the mistranslation of an incense burner stand which is displayed in museum’s
Korean Gallery. The incense burner originated from the Sojaesa temple located in South
Korea. It was made in 1358 during the Goryeo Dynasty, of which the container part was
lost and only the stand is displayed.
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Figure 10. Incense Burner of Joseon Period Exhibited in the British Museum
From the left, incense burner stand, the inscription of donor, and label of explanation for the incense burner
stand, in the British Museum (Source: Globalweb Newsro and Newsis, Jan.29, Jan. 30, Feb.21, 2014)

As you see in the mid photo above, at the bottom of the lotus-shaped stand, there
are carved inscriptions (on the surface of the bottom ring in the middle photo above) that
signify praying for the longevity of the king and the queen as well as the temple’s name
to which it belongs (Sojaesa), the patron (Princess Myohae), and the producer. The name
of the producer, however, is recorded incorrectly as Konghae instead of Dalhae.
Hyemoon assumes that the mistake could have come from a misreading of the Chinese
letters 達海 as 空海 that are pronounced as 달해 and 공해, respectively, in Korean. Hyemoon
comments that “I wonder why the mistake occurred to a Korean cultural asset in the
British Museum that has been investigated several times by both the National Museum of
Korea and the Cultural Heritage Administration of Korea. I have requested the correction
of this mistake for the sake of an accurate explanation of this Korean cultural asset.”8
The fact that Hyemoon sent a request to the British Museum was publicized in
media outlets (Newsis, 2014, Mar. 11; NewtimesKorea, 2014, Feb. 21; Buddhist
Broadcasting System, 2014, Mar. 14) as well as on his blog. Compared to the issue of
textbooks which was contextualized as a domestic concern, the wrong translation in the

8

Two days prior to sending the request, Hyemoon asked me to review the content and the English
translation of the request; while I wrote this section, Hyemoon forwarded a reply from The British Museum
that admitted the mistake and its correction on both the label and object record on Mar. 10, 2014.
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British Museum extends the scope beyond Korea. In order to understand the implicated
meaning of Hyemoon’s action, it is necessary to explain a similar event as a reference
point for a representation of both his practical and symbolic actions to the Korean public;
this event also involved a renowned international museum five months prior to his
sending the letter to the British Museum.
5.3.1.4

Putting Dalhae in Context
On Sept. 20, 2013, the news about Queen Munjeong’s Royal Seal (QMRS) was

broadcast by all three major Korean broadcasting systems: KBS, MBC, and SBS.9 In
KBS news, the news anchor stated that “Queen Munjeong’s royal seal for royal
ceremonies is expected to be returned after 60 years; the seal was taken out [of Korea] by
an American soldier during the Korean War.” It was Hyemoon that initiated the
investigation of the seal and propelled the subsequent retrieval movement.
I will summarize Hyemoon’s activities regarding this retrieval of QMRS from
various sources.10 The QMRS was stolen by an American Sergeant in 1950 during the
Korean War. Hyemoon learned of its whereabouts from a report of the National Research
Institute of Cultural Heritage in 2009. His research since then uncovered in 2009 a report
from the U.S. Department of State in the National Archives and Records Administration
in Maryland; the report stated that 47 royal seals were stolen from the Jongmyo Shrine in
Seoul by American soldiers during the Korean War. In negotiations later with the Los

9

Three major ground wave TV broadcasting stations in South Korea: Korean Broadcasting System,
Munhwa Broadcasting System, and Seoul Broadcasting System.
10

I used (1) Hyemoon’s blog and found that there were 49 postings regarding QMGS (some of them are
copies of media reports), (2) 64 media reports using http://www.kinds.or.kr/ with keyword Hyemoon and
royal seal retrieval, and (3) Hyemoon’s book (2012), Talking about lost cultural artifacts.
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Angeles County Museum of Art (LACMA), this report became the most critical evidence
to show that the seal was stolen. From these records, Hyemoon found a clue in a news
report in The Baltimore Sun (1953, Nov.17) about the lost seals. In 2010, National
Assembly member An Minseok joined Hyemoon’s efforts to retrieve the seal and
submitted a resolution of “urging QMRS” to the National Assembly of Korea on June 10.
When the retrieval was in progress, a reporter interviewed the Director of the Palace
Museum Jeong Jongsu who said that “we confirmed that QMRS is displayed at the
Korean Gallery in LACMA . . . but it seems impossible to retrieve because the museum
purchased it lawfully, according to LACMA. We may consider planning a special
exhibition by requesting a loan of the seal” (No Hyeongseok, 2010). Despite the
discouraging attitude reflected by the director’s comment whose organization is directly
under the Cultural Heritage Administration of Korea, Hyemoon continued his efforts to
retrieve the seal by sending letters that urged its return to the Homeland Security, the
mayor of Los Angles and LACMA. Regarding this request, however, there was no reply.
In Jan. 2013, Hyemoon mobilized the Korean-American civic group, Korean
Buddhist Cultural Center in New York, stressing that 2013 was the 60th year since the
cease-fire negotiations of the Korean War. On August 8, he formed a 100- member
committee11 in Korea and started the campaign, Please Respond, Obama, using the White

11

The co-chairs were An Minseok and Hyemoon. The goal was to support the retrieval; the committee was
composed of 100 delegates from various cultural, civic, and educational fields.
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House’s website12 which was never utilized by South Korea previously. He also
organized the event of the Jongno Bell13 strike to promote the campaign.
On July 11, the first meeting with LACMA was held and a document of the report
issued by the U.S. Department of the State was submitted into evidence at the meeting.
After viewing the document, LACMA demanded proof that QMRS existed at the
Jongmyo Shrine at the time it was lost; this proof was provided by a subsequent dramatic
discovery of faint letters written on the surface of a paper attached to the seal that
recorded its place of origin. This surprising discovery and the letters’ significance as
evidence/record of genealogy were covered continuously by many media outlets,
including The Hankyoreh, The Korea Times, Yonhap News, Ohmynews, Monthly Joseon,
and Chungang Daily. At the second meeting on Sept. 19, the Director of LACMA
announced the decision to return the seal based on the evidence submitted at the previous
meeting and the museum’s own investigation (Kim Hyo-in, 2013).
When the official announcement was released, Hyemoon was bombarded with
requests for interviews from various media outlets. For example, TV Joseon introduced
Hyemoon, describing: “QMRS of the Joseon period which was stolen during the Korean
War by an American soldier is expected to be returned. Ven. Hyemoon, who is the leader
of CRKCP, provided a great service this time again” (Lee Ru-ra, 2013).
From the view of this spotlighted attention to QMRS that occurred on Sept. 21,
2013, we can contextualize not only the denotative meanings of the letter sent to the

Refers to the procedures on the website of The White House, “We the people”. If an issue collects 100,
000 signatures, the President is supposed to answer the issue.
12

13

Famous among Koreans for striking at important occasions such as a national celebration event like New

Year’s Eve. It is located in Jongno which is near the Jongmyo Shrine where the QMGS was originally kept.
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British Museum, but also its connotative nuances, invoked feelings, and triggered
imaginings among the South Korean public. A news article reported:
Regarding the incense burner displayed in the British Museum, it was confirmed
that its original home is a temple in the province of Gyeongbuk. There was an
objection that questioned the route that the asset took to be in the museum. On 28,
Monk Hyemoon, a representative of CRKCP, stated that he confirmed that the
inscription on the stand shows that its place of origin was Sojaesa Temple, Biseul
Mountain, Gyeongbuk Province. (para. 1 & 2) . . . The monk suspected the
incense burner to have been taken during the Japanese Colonial period to Great
Britain, and said "Upon my return to Korea, I will discuss with the abbot of
Sojaesa Temple on related materials' research as well as future plans. If the burner
is considered to be an illegal removal of our Heritage, I plan to raise the issue and
discuss the return of the incense burner." (para. 6) (No Changhyeon, 2014a)
I argue that the above reports easily could have evoked an underlying message that
alludes to or compares the incense burner case with that of the Queen Munjeong’s Royal
Seal (QMRS) in which a written record (attached to the artifact’s surface) that states its
place of origin played a critical role in verifying this piece of information. The process of
using the inscription as evidence in the QMRS negotiations with LACMA had become
well-known by this point in time as a result of the repeated media coverage. Thus,
Hyemoon’s reference to the previous inscription was likely to be interpreted as pointing
to the possibility of evidence if there were to be negotiations to retrieve the incense
burner.
As shown in para. 6, Hyemoon presents his assumption that the burner was taken
away to England during the Japanese colonial period, which has something to do with the
explanation label. According to this label, the stand was donated by Lady Invernairn in
1945. To Koreans, this year is unforgettable because it was the year Korea was liberated
from colonial rule, which in turn brought about social unrest and the resulting chaotic
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social conditions.14 It is assumed that while any international contention occurred within
Korea, many foreigners and Koreans traded cultural assets without proper regulation.
Therefore the fact that the donation of the artifact occurred in 1945 implicitly points to a
question of suspicion about “the route that the asset took to be in the [British] museum”
as in para 1 &2. Moreover, a ritual incense burner from a Buddhist temple should never
obviously be the object of a financial trade or purchase.
Hyemoon’s pattern of retrieving the incense burner started with raising the issue of
the stand as shown in para l &2, locating the artifact, and then sending a letter to inquire
about cultural relics owned by foreign institutions began to sound familiar to the Korean
public’s ear from the continued media coverage since 2006 of retrieving Sillok,15
Uigwe,16 and the Royal Seals. With each success, Hyemoon documented his process of
locating, research, and negotiation, along with copies of relevant records and photos.
From the consistent pattern and steps that Hyemoon presented repeatedly of the retrieval
activities of these three precious relics, the Korean people easily could presume that
Hyemoon’s next step would be to trace how the stand was taken out. This inference is
supported by his statements: “I think it is necessary to examine how it was carried out to
the British Museum,” and “In case the government could not confirm it, I am going to ask

14

In Korean history, 1945 was the year when Japan lost the Second World War; therefore Koreans had the
hope of immediate independence. However, Korean society in 1945 was extremely chaotic sociopolitically, not only from conflicts of various groups that had worked for the Independence Movement but
also from the contention of national interests among America, the USSR, China, and Britain. According to
Seth (2011), the agreement among the four allied nations about the trusteeship for four to five years
provoked Koreans and many massive demonstrations took place. For example, Song Chin-u, who was
regarded to be a high standing potential leader of Korea, was assassinated because of his stance about the
trusteeship (Seth, 2011, pp. 308-314).
15

Cultural property retrieved from Tokyo University in 2006.

16

Cultural property retrieved from the Japanese Imperial Household Agency in 2011.
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the British Museum directly” (No changhyeon, 2014a).17 In para. 6, Hyemoon’s remarks
imply his consideration of the possibility of the stand “being illegally taken out” and
potentially moved to “raise the issue of repatriation,” reminiscent of the case of QMRS.
The letter to the British Museum is consistent with Hyemoon’s view and values
about language that concern using and representing correct Korean words, as he argued in
the textbook cases. The British Museum is a public place where viewers from all over the
world visit. In that sense, the request sent to the British Museum involves a larger
audience and wider international community than do the domestic and Japanese textbook
cases. Recently, the issue of contested ownership of cultural heritage has gained more
visibility in the international community as well as among world-class museums. It is
well-known that first-world countries often own and exhibit many cultural relics that
originated from third-world countries. It is also often discussed that some, though not all
of them were obtained from conquest in the past or through unfair routes.
In such a global context, Hyemoon foregrounds the symbolic meanings of an
explanation label. The label for the stand in the British Museum was made by the present
owner, which not only signifies who the current owner is but also represents this owner’s
authenticity through demonstrated knowledge about the artifact in the label. From this
perspective, Hyemoon’s indication of the mistaken content in the label can be seen not
merely as friendly advice and suggestion. Rather, it can be interpreted as an implicit
assertion that Koreans, as the original producer and owner, knew more about the stand.
Thus, from the perspective of a Korean audience, Hyemoon’s request for the correction

17

In the case of the incense burner, Hyemoon seemed to use the similar procedure when negotiating with
LACMA.
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of a mistranslated word can be regarded as a symbolic gesture, claiming authentic
knowledge about the stand as its original owner, demanding the correction to the present
owner, and raising the issue of authentic ownership.
Another strategic rhetorical move was carried out when Hyemoon received the
reply from the British Museum and released his own response, announcing “The British
Museum in London replied to me that it would correct a mistaken part of the explanation
about the incense burner from the Goryeo Period” (No Changhyeon, 2014b). He spells
out the name of the British Museum’s curator in the Korean gallery as Sascha Priewe and
shares this curator’s assurance: “We appreciate your input in indicating the mistaken
information of the artifact and we will correct it immediately.” Hyemoon’s publicizing
act has a double function: to report about the procedural steps of approaching the issue,
implying potentiality of pursuit of the retrieval and second to highlight the successful
response from the British Museum. He demonstrates that Koreans can engage in overseas
Korean cultural artifacts, even those currently owned by a world class museum, as long
as there is a reasonable basis for such engagement. By spelling out the curator’s name
and presenting his response in his own words, the readers might have perceived
Hyemoon’s action as more concrete, practical, and real.
Hyemoon further comments:
The issue is very significant because it is about the name in the explanation label
of a national treasure level cultural asset of Korea. I welcome that the British
Museum corrected the error although it is a little late. I wonder how come such an
error occurred about a Korean cultural artifact in the British Museum despite
much research by the National Museum of Korea and Cultural Heritage
Administration of Korea. The institution that is in charge of surveying overseas
cultural artifacts needs more accurate and responsible job performance in carrying
out research. (No Chang-hyeon, 2014b)
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The above excerpt reflects Hyemoon’s evaluative stance about institutions in
several ways. First, Hyemoon observes that the correction of one letter is not an
insignificant act. On the contrary, his pointing out the “national treasure level” quality of
the artifact that it was made by Dalhae who is an eminent monk, and that the correction
of Dalhae’s name into a proper Korean name is presented as a highly significant task.
Another evaluative stance is shown in his remark, “although it is a little late,” while
referring to the decision of the museum: on the one hand, he expresses his positive
attitude about the correcting action; on the other hand, he displays regrets about the error
that was fixed late and only after being pointed out. Here his voice shows a subtle
criticism about the stewardship of the British Museum to preserve and display the Korean
cultural artifact. By contrast, his criticism toward the National Museum of Korea (NMK)
and Cultural Heritage Administration of Korea (CHAK) is more straightforward and
stronger. First, he indicates that there were several investigations about the item by these
agencies. Second, he condemns their negligence in surveying overseas artifacts and
demands more responsibility.
In short, in backgrounding the dramatically triggered and heightened attention
surrounding the retrieval of QMRS, Hyemoon demonstrates his rhetoric that draws and
sustains attention to the semiotic importance of the correct representation of Korean
language and the issue of lost cultural artifacts overseas. In the process, Hyemoon
foregrounds and contrasts his own action of correcting mistakes and negligence by the
British Museum, National Museum of Korea, and Cultural Heritage Administration of
Korea. Thus Hyemoon positions himself as an outsider of institutions, yet one who has
more authentic knowledge about, attention to, and affection for the incense burner and
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challenges the authority of the institution and criticizes their negligence in their job
obligations.
5.3.2

Mis-represented Words
In this section, I examine how Hyemoon draws attention to the issue of mis-

represented Korean culture mediated by particular words, in the context of the
international community as well as inside S. Korea. I analyze three examples: a pine tree,
seaweed, and museum booklet.
5.3.2.1

From Japanese Red Pine to Pine Tree

The first example is about the English translation of ‘pine tree’ in the official
English website of the Cultural Heritage Administration of Korea (CHAK). Korean pine
trees, designated Natural Monuments18 by CHAK, were labeled incorrectly as Japanese
Red Pines on its webpage for eight years since the website began in 2005; therefore
Hyemoon requested to rectify the label. I summarize his argument from reports from a
newspaper (Newsis, 2013) and a TV broadcast station (MBC, 2013), as well as from a
radio talk show (Jeong, Unhyeon, & Hyemoon, 2013).
Hyemoon points out that the Korean Pine Tree was introduced to the international
society as the Japanese Red Pine during the Japanese colonial period by Japanese
authorities. He argues that the Japanese Red Pine is neither the formal nor academic
name, but rather a general name that has been popularly used since the colonial period;
therefore there is no necessity to continue to use the label Japanese Red Pine. He
contends that the introduction of Korean pine trees as Japanese Red Pines on the CHAK’s

18

There are thirty pine trees designated as Natural Monuments in Korea.
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English website is seriously problematic because pine trees are a representative tree of
Korea in terms of number19 and symbolic importance; moreover, he asserts that such
labeling reflects CHAK’s problematic stance, when one considers that its English
website’s aim is to introduce Korean cultural properties and natural monuments to the
international community. He attributes “the perpetuation of the labeling” to a negligent
administration that lacks the will of removing colonial vestiges and does not have proper
historic perception/awareness (Lee Pil-hui, 2013). Since the report, CHAK announced
that they have acknowledged the mistake and corrected the name as Hyemoon suggested.
5.3.2.2

Pine Tree in the Context
This anecdote of correcting a pine tree’s name is one of the most popular topics

that Hyemoon talks about in interviews, lectures, and TV and radio talk shows. The title
of Gungmin-TVRadio Talk Show on June 13, 2013 is The Pine Tree’s
Changssigaemyeong (literal Korean meaning: changing family name and first name).
According to Great Encyclopedia of Minjogmunhwa (i.e., Encyclopedia of Korean
Culture: http://encykorea.aks.ac.kr/), Changssigaemyeong refers to one of the most
notorious colonial Japanese policies that aimed to assimilate Koreans as Japanese
subjects during the colonial occupation. Changssigaemyeong was decreed on Nov.10,
1939 by the Governor-General Minami who forced the Korean people to change their
Korean first and last names into Japanese ones and register them by August 10, 1940.
The decree was not only related to changing names but also to the disruption of the
Korean custom of family succession in which only males could succeed in family

19

In the talk show (Jeong Unhyeon and Monk Hyemoon’s Talk Show), Hyemoon argues that 80-90% of
pine trees in the world are in Korea.
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lineage. The policy aimed to destroy one of Korea’s most essential value systems. To
Koreans, family names “represented an essential means through which families and clans
forged a spiritual bond” (Kim, Jinwung, p. 351) unlike for the Japanese who had a
centralized family unit. Thus, the loss of Korean names as well as sovereignty was
considered a complete loss of national identity to most Korean people.20
Koreans who refused to change names were stigmatized as “non-citizens” and
were severely discriminated against. Their children also were discriminated against at
school, even to the degree of being frequently beaten and criticized by teachers. Noncitizens were monitored by policemen and were not allowed to have any civil
records/documents as well as employment at official and private businesses. Even more
serious ways of discrimination involved lack of distribution of food, basic necessities,
and mail as well as forceful enlistment as soldiers or war laborers before other Korean
citizens who did change their names.21
Since the colonial rule ended, Koreans do not use Japanese names any more.
However, the ramifications are still visible. For example, the name lists of people who
were enlisted as an enforced soldier, laborer, and military sex slave have been uncovered
continuously up to the present day; but because all the names on the list were Japanized,
it is extremely difficult and confusing to identify Korean people.

20

There were two different pro-active ways to resist the policy among Koreans. One was through adopting
ridiculous Japanese names or maintaining the original name with changed names. The other way was
radical opposition such as killing oneself instead of changing names.
21

In spite of this disadvantage, the registration rate was not as high as expected; thus the original deadline
was extended to the end of the year. At the end of the year, the registered people rose to 3,220,694 (81.5%).
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In terms of the radio talk show, Hyemoon started to discuss the pine trees as “a
heartbreaking story.” He explained that the pine tree is a representative tree of Korea
because 80% to 90% of the world’s pine trees exist in Korea. He articulates that “more
importantly, in our national anthem, the pine tree symbolizes the everlasting spirit of the
Korean people” (Jeong Unhyeon & Hyemoon, 2013). Hyemoon frames the issue of
naming Korean pine trees as a typical vestige of colonial rule. He also asserts that the
pine tree is the pride of our people and explains that he sent a request to the Cultural
Heritage Administration of Korea (CHA) to correct the tree’s English name. He also
mentions that recently a Munhwa TV reporter visited CHA to interview the staff
regarding this issue.
To illustrate his investigation, Hyemoon talked about the conversations that he had
with the botanical scholars at an arboretum. The story describes how the students who
learned from Japanese scholars have habitually utilized and perpetuated the term
“Japanese Red Pine” when referring to Korea’s pine trees. Hyemoon indicates this
practice as “lacking national identity.” Then, the talk show host Jeong rephrases the issue
from the wrong English name into “Pine Tree’s Changssigaemyeong.” For the remainder
of the show, Hyemoon and Jeong frame the issue of the tree’s Japanese name, as same as
Changssigaemyeong from which Korean people suffered during the colonial control.
They lament the contrast in comparing trees to people. At the radio show’s conclusion,
Hyemoon argues that the negligence and disinterest in negative colonial vestiges are
prevalent among governmental institutions and the country as a whole. Jeong concludes
that the issue illustrates the remaining Japanese colonial impact that permeates
throughout the everyday lives of the Korean people.
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The comparison of pine trees to Korean people under the colonial control was a
rhetorical strategy to stimulate interest among the Korean people about the issue. The
pine tree was framed as a victim similar to the Korean people in the colonial period, as
described above, who were forced by Japanese authority to change their first and last
names into Japanese or they would be mistreated and punished badly, practices which are
still vivid in Korea’s media representations and social discourse. Unlike the tree, at the
present time all Koreans have regained their own Korean names. Hyemoon and Jeong
thus argue that Korea’s pine trees still suffer from Changssigaemyeong, even though it
has been six decades since colonial rule ended. They imply that ironically the current
suffering of the Korean pine tree is not inflicted by the Japanese, but rather now by the
Koreans themselves who are careless, lazy, and indifferent to correcting what had been
falsified during Japanese colonial rule.
Hodge and Kress (1988) stress that any semiotic act is always historical given that it
is connected to multiple time scales. When we explore the issue of a tree name, as related
to the historic and political contexts of past and present Korea, we are able to infer more
complex and multiple layers of social and connotative meanings that the tree’s name
signifies. In the beginning of the discussion, Hyemoon asserted the important value of the
pine tree among Koreans, drawing from the national anthem and sheer density of the
trees, denotatively and straightforwardly. Then, Hyemoon framed the issue within the
context of its post-colonial legacy, alluding and comparing its misrepresentation to
Changssigaemyeong.
From the perspective of Peirce’s triadic relationships among sign, object, and
interpretant, we can see the words/label referring to a tree as a sign, a tree as an object,
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and the meaning of the tree as an interpretant. In other words, the word/label/sign of the
Japanese Red Pine mean the representation of a pine tree as a material object
denotatively, on the surface. The change of the sign from “Japanese Red Pine” to
“Korean Pine” does not change the characteristics of the material object of a tree. The
immediate meaning of a sign, in the sense of “a pine tree” remains the same before and
after changing the sign. However, as Peirce indicates, other implicative meanings were
actualized by further relation to the object, representaman and the interpretent, circularly.
Thus, the connotative meaning of pine tree as Japanese Red Pine and Korean Pine was
actualized differently, reflecting contrasting ideological stances and identities of the
Korean people at present: still lingering language of a colonial institution by people who
are not free of the tamed mentality of a colonized subject versus of an autonomous agent
who is conscious of colonial vestiges and attempts to eradicate the distortions and to
transform them into correct versions.
Through the usage of Changssigaemyeong, Hyemoon and Jeong actualized the
meaning of the Japanese Red Pine into something more complex than in its current,
immediate context. Relating the sign to the context of Korean colonial history and to a
historical event – that of Changssigaemyeong – Hyemoon and Jeong therefore aimed to
evoke collective memory. Framing the pine tree in a similar position to that of the Korean
people when Changssigaemyeong occurred, Hyemoon and Jeong related the experientialharsh collective memory to the present discussion of labeling. Thus the overlaying of
Changssigaemyeong to the naming of a tree can be seen as a tactic to draw and amplify
the emotional and moral dimensions of the issue. Most of all, these men associated a
Korean name as a critical index of national identity that was once lost through
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Changssigaemyeong. On the whole, with the utilization of cooperative discursive
interaction, Hyemoon and Jeong presented the issue as common and ordinary at first
glance, but with more analysis it became a significant example of negative colonial
vestiges that were successfully removed and rectified as a result of Hyemoon’s
intervention.
I assert that Hyemoon perceives that such a mis-represented Korean word
toward foreigners is a serious issue that hampers the current status of Korea as a
sovereign state and of Koreans as subjects. Hyemoon’s concern about the misrepresented word as an index to national identity is not limited to domestic
representations, such as the name of a pine tree as I discussed. In fact, Hyemoon strongly
contends that mispresented Korean words in the international society is very sensitive
matter that may seriously affect the perception of the viewer about Koreans’ national
identity. I will examine two examples: one is a misrepresented name of Korean cuisine
appeared in the U.S. and the other is a page of a museum booklet made by National
Museum of Korea and distributed to some international museums. First, I introduce the
case of dispute about one of the most famous and well-known traditional cuisine,
Bibimbap.
5.3.2.3

Japanese Seaweed on top of Korean Traditional Dish?

The photos that follow were presented under the main title of “Japanese Nori
sprinkled on Bibimbap . . . similar to the case of Gimuchi”22 in the Korean Newspaper

22

The incident occurred when Japan attempted to register Kimchi (Korean traditional side dish) as
Kimuchi (Japanese pronunciation) which provoked Koreans. At last, the Korean and Japanese governments
contested to the The Codex Alimentarius Commission, an organization associated with the World Health
Organization and in 2001 Korea won its announced standard definition, including organization associated
with “fermented” characteristics: Codex home page, http://www.codexalimentarius.org/.
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The Hankyoreh (2013). Underneath the title, with the subtitle of “Lee Young-ae
Bibimbap,” the article’s lead sentence states that “experts indicate that ‘not as a simple
mistake but from an unreasonable push for globalizing Korean dishes.’ ”
Figure 11. Ad in the New York Times, Promoting a Popular Korean Dish
(Source:TheNextGeneration. Com)

According to the news article, the full page advertisement in The New York Times
attracted much interest, not only from Korean-Americans in the United States, but also
from Koreans in South Korea, particularly young people via the internet. In particular, it
is pointed out that the advertisement was made as an attempt to stimulate Americans’
curiosity, with the simple term Bibimbap on top of Lee in a pretty Korean traditional
dress. The report describes professor Seo of Sungsin University, an expert in the
promotion of national branding in the public relations field, as the ad’s creator and

Cabbage Is Cabbage? Not to Kimchi Lovers; Koreans Take Issue With a Rendition Of Their National Dish
Made in Japan (The New York Times, 2000, Feb. 2). Retrieved from
http://www.nytimes.com/2000/02/05/business/cabbage-cabbage-not-kimchi-lovers-koreans-take-issuewith-rendition-their.html?pagewanted=all
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designer. The report goes on to describe how the advertisement became popular as soon
as it was released.23
Then, the celebratory tone changed when the ad’s next paragraph began to quote
Hyemoon’s discovery of “toasted nori.” Hyemoon asserts the importance of representing
Korean dishes correctly, using the proper Korean word instead of the Japanese word nori
(though using Korean orthography). Hyemoon asserts that “it was supposed to state the
Korean pronunciation of gim first, then have the following explanation of laver which
refers to gim [instead of the Japanese equivalent nori]. This is equivalent to promoting a
Korean dish while spelling Kimchi as Gimuchi24 in the case.”
Regarding a possible defense that some would argue that the term “nori” may be
more familiar to Americans compared to the term “gim,” Hyemoon points out that the
copy on the advertisement translated all other ingredients into English, as for example
they wrote “red pepper paste” in place of “gochujang (Korean word meaning red pepper
paste).” Monk Hyemoon claims that it would not have been a problem if the word were
translated as “laver” (or seaweed) in the case of “gim.” In additional, Hyemoon indicates
that “even the Japanese acknowledge the superior quality of Korean gim and stocking it
is popular these days.” Finally, Hyemoon said, “It must be somebody’s thoughtless and

23

In particular, the article highlighted the selection of Lee as the model was applauded. People were

satisfied with Lee as a model, “being appropriate because of the drama Daejanggeum.” The drama
backgrounded in the Joseon period was about cooking, which became extremely popular inside Korea and
abroad too. Lee was the heroine of the drama. The drama is evaluated and had a significant impact for
creating the Korean Wave in China.
24

There was a huge controversy involving the name of the traditional dish, claimed by Japanese as
Gimuchi, which provoked Korean Kimchi as an authentic Korean cuisine. The conflict started in 1988 and
got intense involving Codex Alimentarius Commission (Codex) but ended up with the UNESCO
designation of Kimjang; Making and Sharing Kimchi in the Republic of Korea as World Heritage of
Intangible Assets in 2013.
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careless act that resulted in such a mistake and ruined the possibility of introducing the
Korean word gim while promoting the Korean cuisine.”
Hyemoon wrote more extensively in his blog with regard to this issue (Hyemoon,
2013). He stated how he was disappointed too when he discovered that there was no
explanation about the nationality of Bibimbap even though it was an ad to promote this
Korean traditional dish. He observes that although Lee wears a Korean traditional dress
and there are very small letters referring to Daejanggeum as a Korean woman in A.D.
16th century, the ad is not sufficient for Americans to figure out that Bibimbap refers to a
Korean traditional dish. He argues that it was weird why the ad does not clarify or stress
that this information about Bibimbap, considering that the whole purpose of putting an ad
in The New York Times was to promote the authentically traditional Korean dish.
Additionally Hyemoon revealed a similar problem in the full page ad of Bibimbap
in The New York Times in 2009 (Korea Daily, New York, 2009). Here Hyemoon
describes the mistaken spelling of Koreantown (instead of Koreatown) that was criticized
by Korean-Americans along with other several errors and issues.
In terms of the previous news article in The Hankyoreh, at the end of the report
the reporter concludes that “experts say the case of nori is not a simple mistake; it is
rather from the unreasonably pushed policy of globalizing a Korean dish which was
referred to as a first-lady-project and proceeded by aggressive government support.” I
will examine how Hyemoon indicates the importance of a correct presentation of this
Korean word in the Bibimbap ad as well as critique this abuse of political power.
5.3.2.4

Korean Seaweed in Context
In order to understand the arguments of Hyemoon and the comments of the

reporter, this issue of nori needs to be considered within the context of the larger issue of
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globalizing a Korean dish. These two issues are closely related to the broader history of
the colonial period as well as to the recent Korean political scene.
First, in terms of the recent political context, globalizing a Korean dish began in
October 2008 when the Ministry for Food, Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries (MFAFF)
announced the project. MFAFF designated First Lady Kim Yunok as its honorary
president; she had become First Lady when Lee Myeong-bak became president in 2008.
At first, her qualifications and knowledge of the chair’s role were at the heart of the
controversy. Subsequently, there has been additional criticism about the flagship Korean
restaurants with their too large budgets compared to the profits (Jo Jae-yeong, 2012).
Immediately after Lee’s presidency, there was an audit of the project in June 2013 by
Korea’s Board of Audit and Inspection, as requested by the National Assembly. The audit
report revealed that most of the budget was misused (Yonhap News Agency, 2013) thus
showing that the continuous controversies over the project were not mere gossip.
However, the project was still in operation when the new president Park Geun-hye (who
is from the same conservative political party Senuri) came into power in 2013.
In a news report (The Hankyoreh, 2013), Hyemoon commented that “in the name
of nationalism, during the hasty pushing of the project of globalizing Korean dishes,
entrepreneurs of civil businesses were swayed too.” Hyemoon asserts further in his blog:
Wasn't a delicate and precise verification process necessary, even for a simple
one-time advertisement, when a great deal of money was put into producing a full
page advertisement in The New York Times?
According to an interview with the advertising planning team, the Bibimbap
advertisement is to be publicized not solely in New York but worldwide. In this
case, it would be absurd to keep the mistake of the Japanese inscription of 'nori' in
place of the Korean word 'gim.'
Sorry for everyone who was involved in producing this advertisement, but with a
heavy heart I criticize them harshly. Please keep this in mind: “The Devil is in the
details.” (Hyemoon, 2013)
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The main argument above lies with the importance of using and representing the correct
Korean word when promoting a representative Korean dish. Considering the ad was a
part of the project of globalizing a Korean dish led by the ex-First Lady, Hyemoon seems
to be alluding to the central critique of the project at the time: a wasted, ineffective, and
inflated monetary investment. He also criticizes the project for its misrepresentation as an
act of nationalism to manage a civil business. Hyemoon argues that the ad’s main goal
thus was blemished by the careless attitude and accompanying mistakes by the producers
and the unreasonable political push behind the scenes. Hyemoon and the reporter contend
that such a careless, hasty action and its accompanying mistakes are related to an abuse of
political power. Most importantly, Hyemoon asserts that the mistakes should not be
repeated.
The issue of nori in a Korean dish is related not only to Korea’s recent political
context, but also to its colonial past when Koreans were prohibited to use Korean word
(e.g., “gim”). In the collective memory of the colonial period, (e.g., name change)
discussed earlier, another notorious and harsh policy involved the prohibition of using
oral as well as written Korean language.
In the study “Japanese modern ‘mother tongue’ and logics of its spread aboard,”
Bae, Chong-kag and Park, Soon-ae (2002) discuss the logic used by Japan to spread its
language while expanding its imperial power. In Korea, this policy was divided into three
stages. The first stage was after the Russian-Japanese War, when the use of the Japanese
language was promoted and supported by the increase in Japan’s political power in the
Korean peninsula. The second stage started following the Japanese annexation of Korea,
when the Japanese language was proclaimed as Korea’s official “mother tongue” and
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considered a major effort in Japan’s assimilation policy to transform colonial people into
dedicated subjects. Dominated by its emperor, the Japanese government exerted intense
efforts to disseminate its language which contains its culture, spirit, and thought. In the
third stage (between the late 1930s and 1945), at the time of the Pacific War, a different
logic was raised: that learning the Japanese language is essential for Koreans to become
leaders of East Asia. With these large-scale campaigns for the mother language, only the
Japanese language was allowed in both public and private life, thereby prohibiting the use
of the Korean language.25
Kim Jinwung (2012) argues that Japanese language education was utilized and
enforced as the main assimilation device. Regarding an decree demanding the absolute
prohibition of using the Korean language in all Korean schools, offices, and businesses,
proclaimed in April of 1938, Kim states that “All teaching materials written in Korean
were forcibly destroyed, and teachers and students who spoke Korean in schools were
expelled or severely punished” (Kim, Jinwung, 2012, p. 351). Seo, Chung-seok (2010, p.
61) similarly points out that students were forced to use only Japanese at school and at
home; violations resulted in the students being severely beaten and punished.
Therefore, the persistent and prevalent Japanese words that remain in use in
everyday life among contemporary South Koreans are vestiges of this Japanese language
policy, spread throughout educational systems in the colonial period. If we review
Hyemoon’s arguments related to the language policy in the colonial period, they sound

26
There was resistance among Koreans against the Japanese attempts to displace their language. The
Korean Language Society founded in 1921 initiated a national language movement by standardizing
Korean grammar and scripts, compiling a Korean dictionary, and spreading literacy. Some nationalists
published Korean language newspapers until 1940 when all newspapers and literary magazines were
abolished except the minor pro-Japanese Maeilsinbo (Daily News). Further, in 1942, most members of the
Korean Language Society were arrested and imprisoned (Han, U. 1974).
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more like arguments about the symbolic and ideological impact of rhetoric, far beyond
making an issue limited to only one word. Another tactic of Hyemoon was to address
gim’s current popularity among Japanese. By mentioning the Japanese people who
acknowledged the superior quality of Korean gim, Hyemoon indirectly invoked the
connection between the word “gim” and Korea, and between "nori” and the Japanese
people. Through contrasting the two words referring to seaweed and accentuating
Japanese people’s admiring attitude toward the value of Korean gim, Hyemoon directed
more attention to the neglectful and careless attitude about the Korean word gim in the
Korean ad. In other words, stressing the highly valued quality of Korean seaweed among
contemporary Japanese people, whose previous generation prohibited the use of Korean
words, Hyemoon – in guiding the Korean public to remember colonial history and the
associated Korean collective memory when Korean words were not allowed –
strategically underscores the irony in this misuse of food terms.
Casey (2004) also emphasizes the intersection of past, present, and future
involving public memory:26 “Where other modes of remembering deal primarily with the
past . . . public memory is both attached to a past (typically an originating event of some
sort) and acts to ensure a future of further remembering of that same event” (p. 17,
emphasis by the author). In a similar vein, Wheeler (2013) argues:
In the field of rhetoric, shared meaning is often studied through public memory,
which is a shared dimension of the past crafted by the memories individuals rely
on to remember it. The past is not disposable. Rather, it is a constant reflection of
a society’s future. The bond between past and present is tied to the act of
remembering, which is a direct reflection on memory. (p. 9)

26

I conceptualize broadly regarding social memory, collective memory, cultural memory, and history, and
use them interchangeably here.
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In line with Wheeler, I argue that “public memory” as “a shared dimension of the past” is
an important and essential resource to create a group identity in the present and the future
among members who shared the past experience. Wheeler emphasizes the importance of
“the shared creation, modification, and establishment of memories” (2013, p. 10) for
collective identity. In this sense, Hyemoon’s meaning making of the Korean word gim is
through (re)creating, modifying, and (re)establishing Korean public’s memory of the
ongoing socio-political event of globalizing Korean dishes, the recent 25-year kimchi
conflict with Japan, and the colonial past with Japan. Thus, through re-contextualization
of a word at the intersection of present, past, and future, Hyemoon expanded upon the
meanings of using the Korean word gim instead of the Japanese nori from social,
political, ideological, and moral perspectives. In his discourse, the word nori therefore is
indexing the misused political power by the ex-president and ex-first lady (further back
by colonizers), reminding the Korean public of the ongoing conflict with Japan regarding
Kimchi as well as the forbidden Korean language in their colonial past. Hyemoon thus
created a rhetorical argument to raise awareness about a mis-represented Korean word to
the international community within the framework of a serious matter in which Koreans’
identity is at stake.
5.3.2.5

Upside-down National Museum of Korea Booklet
In this section, I explore Hyemoon’s contention about the mis-represented

museum booklet and how he publicized his action of filing a provisional disposition
about it. As a starting point for delving into this issue, I will examine a news article that
appeared three months prior to Hyemoon’s filing the disposition. The title of the report is
“Read the exhibition booklet prior to seeing the exhibition of cultural relics, then you can
see as much as you know” (Gang Gu-yeol, 2013).
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The report defines the term “exhibition booklet/brochure” by quoting Park
Hyuntae, the Head Design-Director of National Museum of Korea, who states that this
exhibition booklet is “an exhibition mediated by a booklet.” The report describes the
central role of photos in a booklet and explains the recent trend of adding close up photos
on top of photos that show overall features. As an illustration, an exhibition booklet about
the ongoing exhibit of “Hungarian Royal Treasures” at the National Palace Museum
(NPM) was introduced in terms of showing how the photos maximize the effect of the
details of relics made of gold and silver. As an example of using direct photocopies of
relics for the exhibition, the booklet of Gyeomjae’s paintings, recently created by the
Overseas Korean Cultural Heritage Foundation (OKCHF),27 was used. The report quotes
a staff member of OKCHF who says “the focus was on creating the same color as the
originals.”
Under the second subtitle, “the essence of explaining relics is
trustworthiness/credibility,” the report states that an explanation of relics is also essential
(Gang Gu-yeol, 2013). According to an interview with Park Daenam, the Director of
Promoting the Exhibitions at the NPM, an accurate explanation is required from the
planning stage, as a result of thorough research in order to provide accurate information
of relics such as their characteristics, historical origins, meaning, and value. He indicates
that the exhibition is organized by an expert who has a Master or Doctorate degree in the
field. Park articulates the importance of credibility, saying “. . . in order to increase the
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Overseas Korean Cultural Heritage Foundation as well as National Museum of Korea and National
Palace Museum are all governmental institutions that administer valuable cultural assets.
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credibility, one is supposed to go through the procedure of verifying all the related
historical documents and related dissertations” (Gang Gu-yeol, 2013).
If the explanations of the Head Designer/Director of the NMK and the Director of
Promoting Exhibitions of the NPM were credible, Hyemoon did not need to file a
provisional disposition of the booklet created by the National Museum of Korea. On
March 21, 2012, he nonetheless filed such a disposition to request the prohibition of sales
of the booklet entitled “Since Letters.” The designated defendant was the booklet’s editor
whereas the plaintiff was “a purchaser of the book as a representative of CRKCP which is
a civic group that invests efforts in correcting mistakes related to cultural properties”
(Hyemoon, 2012c).
In the legal document, Hyemoon explains the issue:
The defendant held a special exhibition titled Since Letters: Letters of Ancient
Korea in the special gallery of NMK between Oct. 5 and Nov. 27, 2011. In the
exhibition, the rubbed copy of the stele of Gwanggaeto the Great,28 wooden
tablets, paper documents, and other historic relics were displayed. At the same
time as the exhibition, the defendant published the booklet let Since Letters which
contains the photos of displayed relics; the booklet has been sold to exhibition
viewers and nationwide bookstores where the book is still on sale. As Evidence
No. 1, the photo of the book’s cover is attached. The plaintiff also purchased the
book and found that the rubbed copy of the stele of Gwanggaeto the Great on
pages 112 and 11329 was upside-down.
Figure 12. Special Exhibition Booklet
On the left, the rubbed copy page and the right, the cover of the exhibition booklet and (Source: www.
Newsrho.com; Monthly Chosun.com, 2014, May)

28

The nineteenth king of Goguryeo (reigned 391-413) is known for expanding the Korean territory to the

far north including Manchuria. Next Jangsu the Great was the leading power in Northeast Asia in the 5 th
century. The stele of Gwanggaeto the Great was erected in 414 by Jangsu of Goguryeo as a memorial to his
deceased father, in Jian Jilin Province in China. (Dusan Encyclopedia: www.doopedia.co.kr).
29

The photo of the upside downed stele was submitted as Evidence No. 2.
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Hyemoon proposed the prohibition of further sales of “Since Letters.” His
argument was composed of two main points: one is about the seriousness of the mistake
made by NMK, the other about the necessity of prohibition of sale of the books. The
former is expressed as:
The defendant is a representative of the museum of Korea that is not supposed to
show any negligence for keeping, displaying, and studying important cultural
relics. Despite that obligation, the defendant published the photo of the stele of
Gwanggaeto the Great upside-down in the exhibition booklet. The stele of
Gwanggaeto the Great is not only important as a relic but also as a significant
symbol of our history. (Hyemoon, 2012c)
Hyemoon thus pointed out the relic’s importance as a significant symbol of
Korean history and the compromised credibility and accuracy of the booklet. In fact,
Hyemoon’s argument is built on the same logic and rationale as the institutional staff
stressed in their guidelines: the importance of exhibition booklets and of accurate
information and explanation of the exhibited relics for credibility. Park,30 as the Director
of Promoting Exhibition of NPC, clearly stated that booklets must include only historical
documents and dissertations whose content has been thoroughly researched and verified
by museum staff (Gang Gu-yeol, 2013). However, despite the obviously manifested
agreement on the importance of exhibition books and the role of photos and their
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He also states that: (1) the person who is in charge of the exhibition is an expert who has a Master’s or a
Doctorate in the field (2) thorough research is required from the planning stage (3) in order to increase the
credibility.
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credibility, evaluation of the upside-downed rubbed copy was not the same between the
two parties.
In the following part of the indicting document, Hyemoon presents the reply he
received from NMK when he requested stopping the books’ sale, using Shinmungo31
which is a system of civil petition. In the petition, Hyemoon attached Evidence No. 3, the
photocopy of his letter and the reply from NMK. The reply shows an obvious contrasting
evaluation about the mistake of the upside down photo.
Bowers et al. (2010) describes rhetorical strategies of agitation32 and rhetorical
strategies of control33 that an establishment adopts when it is challenged about its
structure, policy, ideology, or power. When applying the theory, NMK used “avoidance”
– in particular “counter-persuasion, postponement, and denials of demands” (a kind of
suppression) – whereas Hyemoon used a strategy of “petition” and “promulgation.”34 In
its reply, NMK acknowledged the mistake, stating that “the photo does not include all the
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Online portal system organized and managed by the Korean government. Through this online portal,
Korean citizen can file electronic petitions regarding unlawful, unfair, and passive dealings in
administrative institutions or unfair policies, by which human rights or interests are violated. Citizens also
can suggest their opinions about various policy or decision makings in the administrative institutions.
People can select among 10 languages when filing and receiving replies.
32

Rhetorical strategies of agitation: petition, promulgation, solidification, polarization, nonviolent
resistance, and escalation/confrontation (Bowers et al., 2010).
33

Avoidance includes counter-persuasion, evasion, postponement, secrecy with rational, and denial of
means. Suppression includes harassment, denials of demands, banishment, and purgation. Adjustment
includes changing the name of the regulatory agency, sacrificing personnel, accepting some of the means of
agitation, incorporating some of the personnel, and incorporating parts of dissident ideology (Bowers et al.,
2010).
34

Bowers et al. (2010) explain petition as the stage that agitators have the ability to use all of the normal
discursive means of persuasion… they [agitators] usually approach members of the establishment to
present their proposals...activists will discover evidence and arguments to support their positions” (p. 22)
whereas promulgation as “a strategy where agitators publicly proclaim their goals, designing to win public
support for the agitators’ positions” (p.23).
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contents of four sides of the stele; only a partial portion of one of the four sides was
focused on during the skillful designing attempt when a mistake occurred.” NMK,
however, rejects the request to stop sales of and destroy the books, contending that
“stopping sales of and destroying the books will prohibit access to other important relics
in the book” (Hyemoon, 2012c).
As a more extended and detailed counter-persuasion, in the reply, NMK also states
that (1) the entire features of the rubbed copy of the stele of the Gwanggaeto the Great is
on pages 116-123; (2) while the portion that Hyemoon pointed out on pages 114-115 is
also contained on pages 116-123 which does not have any mistake; (3) in particular, the
book is the first to formally publish in Korea photos of all four sides of the rubbed copy
of the stele of Gwanggaeto the Great, which is acknowledged by academia, and (4)
although it is not a substantial error, the mistake of the photo will be corrected when the
second edition is published. At the end of the reply, NMK asks Hyemoon to “please
watch over us with generosity from now on.” I suggest that responses (1), (2), and (4) are
an evasive denial of Hyemoon’s points and requests, (3) avoids his central issue, with a
rationale drawing from unspecified academia while (4) is postponing the act of
correction.
In the legal document (Hyemoon, 2012c), Hyemoon contends that NMK’s reply
shows “an attitude of lacking repentance for making the mistake and trivializing the
shameful and fatal error.” He also argues that the reply was a formalized excuse because
NMK did not honor its role and obligation as Korea’s representative museum. He asserts
that NMK’s attitude is problematic because it did not take the mistake seriously,
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justifying its position with excuses without having any intention nor effort to make the
correction, thereby taking advantage of its superior position and power.
About the necessity of blocking the distribution of the booklet, Hyemoon argues
“we have to stop the sale of the book for the sake of Korea’s honor.” He offers as a
rationale that “If we allow the mistake about one of the most important cultural relics by
the most representative museum of Korea, other museums and institutions would
maintain their lack of commitment when doing research or publishing exhibition books,
neglecting mistakes or errors.” His second reason is “the fatal mistake blemishes the
trustworthiness regarding the cultural policy and academic criteria of Korea” because
“the booklets were distributed and sold not only inside Korea but also in other countries’
major museums.” This latter rationale addresses Korea’s complex relationships with
China and Japan.
5.3.2.6

Upside-down Photocopy in Context
Malinowski (2008) exposits the dynamic interaction and influence among form,

materiality of signs, their relation to other signs, and their spatial positioning while
interpreting the meaning of the signs. He notes that the history and motivation of the
people who interpret the sign are also critical factors. His observation is useful to
examine how different people interpret the same sign differently with different
motivations. Although Malinowski points out that the factor of personal history may
influence the interpretation of a sign, one might argue that the sign’s social history and a
person’s perspective of it also may be more important factors that may lead to
interpreting its social meanings in different or even opposite ways.
For Hyemoon, the upside-downed rubbed copy was not only serious as a domestic
matter, but also as a diplomatic matter in political contentions with China and Japan: he
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refers to what is at stake as “the dignity of South Korea among the major world
museums” (Hyemoon, 2013c) First, in relation to China, Hyemoon refers to the
contention centering on the area where the stele exists. Koreans have regarded this region
as part of the Goguryeo Kingdom in ancient Korea until the “Northeast Project” was
initiated by the Chinese government in 2002. This project was allegedly triggered by
North Korea’s UNESCO application to register the Complex of Goguryeo Tombs.35
According to Kwak (2012), the Chinese government announced that the official
Northeast Project’s aim as researching the history and present conditions of northeast
China. Kwak (2012), in unraveling the project, argues that the project is not for an
academic purpose but rather to control the northeastern region where ethnic Joseon
people currently reside and to deal with the future union of North and South Korea. He
argues that the main goal of the research was to assert the Goguryeo as part of Chinese
history, thereby distorting the history of ancient Korea including Goguryeo, Balhae, and
GoJoseon. The project came to be known in Korea via mass media coverage in 2003, as
Kwak viewed it (Dong-a Ilbo, 2007; Chosun Ilbo, 2007).
The Goguryeo Kingdom, one of the strongest in the region and located in the
present northeast China and half of the Korean peninsula, existed between the 3rd century
B.C. and 7th century A.D. The current conflict between China and Korea is based on
the relocation of the Goguryeo Kingdom capital from the old capital Guonei City (which
is the present city of Jian in China) to Pyongyang City (currently in North Korea) that

35

For detailed description, see the UNESCO website, http://whc.unesco.org/en/list/1091.
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took place during these earlier centuries.36 At the 2004 World Heritage Conference, two
Goguryeo/Koguryeo -related historical sites from North Korea and China were registered
by the UNESCO’s World Heritage Centre: the Complex of Koguryeo Tombs in North
Korea and the Capital Cities and Tombs of the Ancient Koguryeo Kingdom in China.
The stele of Gwanggaeto the Great, considered a critical entity by both North
Korea and China, competed in claiming Goguryeo/Koguryeo and its cultural heritage as
part of its own history. Although these countries have been divided since 1948, South and
North Korea joined efforts to defend the ancient history of Goguryeo in the hope that
they will be reunited someday, given that they have been one entity both ethnically and
politically in the Korean peninsula for more than 5000 years.
Historical documents support that Goguryeo was an independent country, contrary
to the Chinese assertion of its regional political power (Goguryeosa Yeonguhoe, 2008).
Kwak (2012) indicates that the Northeast Project is more threatening than the Japanese
textbook issue. Whereas the controversial Japanese history textbook is one out of seven
textbooks and created by a private publisher, the Northeast Project is officially managed
by the Chinese government. Gwon Jaehyeon (2006) reports that both South and North
Korean scholars are concerned about the numerous research and publications sponsored
by the Chinese government, compared to the scarcer Korean ones.
Under these circumstances, the misrepresentation of the rubbed copy was
perceived on the one hand as an extremely significant matter from Hyemoon’s
perspective compared to the issues related to CHA and NMK. He points out that the
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According to the description of UNESCO, Guonei City, within the modern city of Ji’an, played the role
of a ‘supporting capital’ after the main Goguryeo capital moved to Pyongyang.” For a detailed description,
see the UNESCO website, http://whc.unesco.org/en/list/1135.
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booklets were distributed to major museums in the world, implying that they were sent to
Chinese and Japanese museums as well. His concerns lie with the symbolic meaning and
implications in that if the mistakes were not corrected they could be interpreted as
negligence or as indifference to the importance of Goguryeo because the booklet is a
public and official publication of a Korean governmental institution. Thus, Hyemoon’s
contention about the upside-down copy was more from a political perspective, tied to
national boundaries and identity. Considering his stance for pro-unification, the stele was
not only important as a claim to historic territory but also as a symbol of facilitating
practical cooperation between North and South Korea, culturally as one people.
On the other hand, the stele is related to Japan. One of the heated debates involving
the Japanese history textbooks (by some other publishers as well as by Hushosa) deals
with the theory of Japan Annexed Imna (JAI). JAI is a theory asserting that Wae 37came
to the Korean peninsula, set up a governing body (called Imna) in the southern region and
ruled between 360 and 562 A.D. The theory appeared among Japanese scholars about one
hundred years ago when Japan annexed Korea (1910); Korean scholars, however, argue
that “it was made up in order to justify the invasion of Korea as another annexation” (Yi,
Geunu 1983, p. 3).
Most of all, the stele of Gwanggaeto the Great is at the center of this contention
over JAI. Debates about the theory have been mainly on the translation and interpretation
of the inscribed Chinese letters on the stele. The scholars who support JAI interpret the
letters as “Wei came to the peninsular, battled against Goguryeo, and liberated
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Political entity in Japan at that time.
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Baekjan.”38 By contrast, the scholars who rejected JAI interpret the letters as
“Gwanggaeto the Great defeated Wei, allied with Baekjan.” What makes the
interpretation more complex was the destruction of the several letters on the stele’s
surface by the Japanese in the 19th century (Lee Jinhee, 1982).39
Cosgrove and Daniels (1988) view that iconographic study also involves the
probing of meaning in a work of art within its historical context through the analysis of
the ideas implicated in the artwork’s imagery. The stele of Gwanggaeto thus can be
considered both as an historic record on rock as well as an artwork. As discussed, the
large tuff stele itself 40 has been perceived and evaluated differently by Koreans, Chinese,
and Japanese historians. Ryu (2000) suggests that the “landscape represents and
embodies patterns of power relations, and this is in turn represented in art, pictures and
descriptions” (p. 38). Through the varied interpretations of the Chinese letters inscribed
in the stele, each country claims a different version of ancient history for its own benefit.
To make matters worse, the ownership of the geographic location where the stele resides
has been changed through the complex history of Korea and China. In this case, the
probing and analyzing of the stele – in order to understand the implicated meanings in its
historical context as Cosgrove and Daniels (1988) suggest – are undertaken for the
opposite goal of reading the stele in order to claim/construct its historical context.

38

One of the political entities in the Korean peninsula, located in the southeast.
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In 1972, Lee Jinhee’s seminal dissertation “Riddle of the stele of Gwasnggaeto the Great” was
introduced to Japanese academia and influenced the debate greatly. Most importantly, Korean-Japanese
history scholar Yi Jinhee’s theory of “the falsified stele of Gwanggaeto the Great,” was epochal by which
even Japanese textbooks’ coverage about JAI was significantly decreased.
40

Height 20.96 feet, width 6.56 feet, and depth 4.75 feet.
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In this way, the stele is at the center of the contention about past history as well as
contemporary power relations among competing countries. Thus Hyemoon’s request and
motion comprise an active action, that of ascribing values on the stele as concrete
territorial as well as symbolic markers that index the identity of descendants of
Goguryeo.
Through representing his own interaction with NMK, Hyemoon attempted to raise
awareness among the Korean public about the issue of the correct representation of
cultural relics. He constructed his rhetorical logic within the political and historical
contexts of Japan and China that revolved around the stele. By contextualizing the stele at
the center of this political, cultural, and ideological contention, he framed the
misrepresented image as an exigent and significant matter for actions that needed to be
taken, unlike the opposing stance and reaction displayed by NMK. Most importantly,
Hyemoon reframed the mis-represented image of a cultural relic from a minor mistake
into critical symbolic leverage of claiming identity and heritage, related to Goguryeo,
thereby evoking the lengthy time span shared by North and South Korean people as one
collective successor of an ancient powerful kingdom.
Hyemoon’s concern about the relationship between language and national,
cultural, ethnic identity goes far beyond the labels and signs that are easily perceptible
thanks to their visible forms and representation, which is discussed below.
5.3.3

Mis-used Words
In previous sections, we explored examples of mis-used words in the form of the

visibly embodied occupying space. Sungeo related to the space of the textbook; Japanese
Red Pine was about the virtual but still was attached to a visible entity in a readable space
of a website; nori was in a magazine; and finally the rubbed copy was in the medium of a
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book. However, some words were not so visible, even though they were used frequently
in everyday life. Some were more prone to be used verbally than in their written form.
More or less, lacking optic visibility may influence one’s perception of the meaning of
the words, which may be more subtle but still powerful in the sense of perpetuating
established social habits or institutional hegemony.
Ryu (2000) found that linguistic difference in dialects was the criterion used for
drawing geographic and socio-cultural boundaries in Korea through his study of this
country’s cultural landscapes. It has been well-known that through the differentiated use
of language, many groups express their unique or different identities in comparison with
other groups.41 Hyemoon’s emphasis of using the correct word applies to immaterial,
verbal words that are floating in the air and disappearing instantaneously. The habitual
usage of certain words, closely related to a particular social topic, repeatedly may be used
almost like a word in an idiom; this practice may be harder to recognize when one of the
words in the idiom is not properly matching what people take for granted as meanings
that this word conveys, more often when these words are frequently used in oral
communications. In this section, three examples of frequently mis-used verbal words
about particular social events are illustrated: sihae, wianbu, and jeon-jaeng-gi-nyeomgwan, all of which emit more specific social-political meanings that are frequently
associated with a particular social event or activity.
“Sihae” is a term most Korean people usually have used while referring to Empress
Myeongseong’s death. Most Koreans regard “sihae” as a more revered term for death
because in the most of the televised historical dramas the term has been used when a king
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See more Cameron (2005); Cenoz & Gorter (2006); Coupland (2007).
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was murdered. By drawing historical usages of the term from Chinese historic texts
where the term is originated, however, Hyemoon (2009) exposits that sihae is not a
reverential term in the case of Empress Myeongseong. He argues that sihae is a concept
which is used only when a servant killed his or her own king or queen. Thus being
murdered by a foreign force – as in this case by Empress Myeongseong’s assassin – sihae
is not an appropriate word. He contends that the term has been intentionally circulated by
the Japanese (as a part of colonial discourse) by which the Japanese attribute the
responsibility of the Empress’ death to Koreans instead of to the Japanese.
“Wianbu” is another term that is frequently misused. The literal meaning of the
word in Korean is comfort woman. The term has been used to refer to military sex slaves
who were forced to serve Japanese soldiers during the Second World War. Hyemoon
argues that the term mis-represents the victims as if they were doing the work voluntarily
or with pleasure, thereby excluding the meaning of being forced against their will. He and
the women’s right groups42 in Korea proposed to use the phrase Japanese Military Sex
Slave instead; indeed this term has been used more and more frequently these days.
Lastly, the literal translation of the Korean word “jeon-jaeng-gi-nyeom-gwan”
signifies a hall used to commemorate or celebrate war. Hyemoon argues that the word
gives the wrong impression as if Koreans like, enjoy, or even admire war in contrast to
what Korean people believe the word conveys. Hyemoon proposed to use the term WarRecord Museums to replace the previous term.
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The representative group is the Council for the Women Drafted for Military Sexual Slavery by Japan:
this group has organized a gathering in front of the Japanese Embassy every Wednesday since Oct. 8, 1992,
recording the 1000th gathering on Dec.14, 2011; the estimated gathered people are about 50,000 yearly
(www.womenandwar.net). Another representative group is the Korean Women’s Association United
comprised of 27 women’s civic groups in Korea (www.women21or.kr).
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5.4

Summary and Conclusion
This exploration of Hyemoon’s rhetoric started with the examination of “how

symbols – swords, signs, images, music, and even bodies – shape our perceptions of
reality and invite us to act accordingly” (Morris & Browne, 2006, p. 1). I then
investigated how Hyemoon represents words, images, signs, and material artifacts (as
signs and images) in various symbolic and actual spaces and sites. Informed by social
semiotics, Hyemoon’s texts and discourse were described and analyzed not only for their
linguistic meanings, but also for their ideological significance as related to relevant
historic and social contexts. I next explored how Hyemoon represented these symbols’
impact and how they are reflected in people’s perceptions of reality and in their actions of
constructing particular meanings of scenes of contemporary Korean cultural social
landscapes and the identity of Koreans who live there now.
From Bowers et al.’s (2010) view of rhetoric as a rationale of instrumental,
symbolic behavior, I argue that Hyemoon’s rhetoric is an instrumental action as well as a
symbol for social change. Through highlighting the usage of correct Korean words
instead of Japanese words and correcting misused words, Hyemoon’s meta-message not
only has drawn attention to perpetuated colonial vestiges – in particular inert perceptions
and the enslaved mentality cultivated from the experience of subjugation – but also has
argued for changing these attitudes. In other words, Hyemoon’s meta-message has been
to stimulate and raise awareness among the Korean public about the socio-political
situation of the past and the present from the perspective of morality, justice, and
fairness.
More specifically, using a synthesized analytical framework that draws from
Bowers et al. (2010) and Faber (1988), I examined (1) through what discursive action, (2)
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how Hyemoon represents himself as an outsider of the establishment, (3) what change is
advocated with what emotional and moral aspects/principles, and (4) what kind of
resistance from the establishment that he received. First, Hyemoon’s discursive action is
found to be double-layered. As I saw in the first five examples, on one level he initiated a
demand for correction to the relevant institution in the form of a request letter,
indictment, or petition and on another level he represented such actions to the public. His
representation usually included the rational significance of the correction and his
comments about the results from the institutions. In the representation of his action, he
describes himself as an ordinary citizen or a representative of a civic group and takes a
critical stance to the established institutions. He reports the reactions of each institution
from an evaluative perspective. In this context, Hyemoon’s action is viewed here as
agitation (Bowers et al., 2010) and ideologically charged to challenge institutions (e.g.,
NMK) based on different interpretations and values allocated to each sign (Kallen, 2010;
Dray, 2010).
In representing and evaluating the issues of words and the action of corrections,
Hyemoon actively draws from and associates with collective memory during the colonial
period, in particular, Changssigaemyeong and the prohibition of Korean language as
experiences of grievance and violations of moral principles (Bowers et al., 2010). By
relating to or overlapping with the current concern for words within a harsh experiential
collective memory, he evokes and appeals to emotional and moral aspects beyond
cognition and logic.
Each particular word that he selected and represented presents several dimensions
of an issue and its implications. For example, through the discourse about the fish name,
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he draws attention to its routinized use in publicly visible spaces; for example in school
textbooks, he focuses on the extended time that the error has been perpetuated (relatively
since the colonial period). He frames the word as a typical and ordinary example of
prevalent vestiges of institutionalized colonial affects that deeply permeate social life.
Through the discourse about the pine tree and seaweed, Hyemoon attempts to encourage
people to think about misrepresentations of Korean words not only relating to domestic
matters but also of consequence to the international community. He guides his audience
to consider that such mistakes are not trivial but rather impact the image of contemporary
Koreans’ identity, undermining their independent and agentive identity. Moreover, the
discourse about the explanation label and booklet in museums highlights the symbolic
value of represented words, which may be directly and indirectly related to contending,
competing, and claiming national identity in terms of politics, history, and culture. In
short, Hyemoon presents his belief that such misrepresentation of words has implications
for perpetuating as well as reflecting colonial influence, which in turn affects the
perception of Koreans’ national identity among the international community as well as
among Koreans themselves.
In sum, Hyemoon’s rhetorical aims are: (1) to counteract indifference, negligence
and low awareness among institutions and Korean citizens regarding the correction of
misrepresented words; (2) to raise awareness of how such misrepresentations reflect the
purposive colonial past that still lingers in the present and will affect the future of Korean
society; and (3) to motivate/inform people to view the matter as an action of regaining
agency and autonomous identity through which they can remove the subjugated/enslaved
mentality that remains from colonial rule. Thus in conclusion, Hyemoon aims to achieve
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his rhetoric goals by practical correction within the systems of representation and
discursive agitation while he presents his embodied action.
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CHAPTER 6
PERFORMING META-MESSAGE OF REUNIFICATION
6.1

Introduction
This chapter presents and analyzes how Hyemoon and his colleagues utilize the

aspects of performance as an effective communicative, rhetorical resource for their
movement activities. I explore (1) how ritual performance operates as an effective means
(2) for what rhetorical purpose, (3) how primary actors enact/embody their moral stance,
social identity, and power relationship through performance, and (4) how the
performance is intended to affect or facilitate various types of interaction between
primary actors and audience. In particular, the focus will be on how the relationships
among the actors’ body, time, and space contribute to adding social meaning and
achieving the immediacy of each performance and the urgency of its rhetorical goal.
Using performance theory suggested by Dell Hymes and Richard Bauman as a primary
analytic frame, I examine two specific ritual performances enacted in a Korean Buddhist
temple. In analyzing these performative events and acts, the practical and symbolic
meanings of the central ritual instrument (i.e., prayer beads) are included in order to grasp
how actors utilized them to evoke emotionally charged rhetoric messages drawing from
socio-cultural-religious meanings of the artifacts.
The focus of the current study is how Hyemoon and his colleagues adopted and
modified several elements of Buddhist rituals to enact a performance for rhetorical effect,
demonstrating their collective identity and moral stance. The chapter is composed of (1) a
literature review, (2) data and method of analysis, (3) description and analysis of ritual
and performative actions, and (4) a summary and conclusion.
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6.2

Literature Review
In order to adopt an appropriate definition of performance as a central construct

for the current research, I first briefly review theories of performance. Then how the
theories of performance function within a social movement is discussed.
6.2.1

(Ritual) Performance
Yelle (2006) states “Performance generally denotes the entire range of pragmatic

effects that can result from human action, including changes of behavior, affect, or
attitude” (pp. 379-380). For the current study, I adopt the definition of performance from
Bauman (1992):
[Performance is] a mode of communicative behavior and a type of
communication event. . . . actual conduct of communication (as opposed to the
potential for communicative action), performance usually suggests an
aesthetically marked and heightened mode of communication, framed in a special
way and put on display for an audience. (p. 41)
Ritual as performance is briefly covered because performances that we will
examine are drawn from religious rituals. Ritual is considered as one of the most
representative forms of performance both in secular life and in religion. Jasper (1997)
defines ritual as “symbolic embodiments, at salient times and places, of the beliefs of a
group” (emphasis by the author, p.184), thus suggesting that essential features of ritual
contain performance. Jasper’s definition resonates with Smith’s (1987) that views ritual
as “a mode of paying attention” (p. 103). Jasper argues:
It is a process of marking interest. It is the recognition of this fundamental
characteristic of ritual that most sharply distinguishes our understanding from that
of the Reformers, with their all too easy equation of ritual with blind and
thoughtless habit. It is this characteristic, as well, that explains the role of place as
a fundamental component of ritual: place directs attention. (p. 103)
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Of note is his emphasis on the important linkage between an action and a setting of an
action, in other words between the participants’ heightened awareness of what is
occurring/doing and its special meaning in a specific place.
Jasper (1997) describes religious rituals as the most explicit form of this medium;
they are usually held in a sacred place or building, at a time set aside from normal
everyday life. Religious rituals usually tend to take place within a highly
conventionalized setting, with condensed multiple symbols and standardized act
sequences, and are proceeded by divided roles among participants. Interestingly, Jasper
argues that non-religious rituals need not be old or have standardized conventions as do
religious rituals; he provides an example of a hiking event which was organized by the
feminist and pagan spiritual leader Starhawk. According to Jasper, Starhawk’s group
hiked up to the top of the hill where they made a ritual circle, then walked down toward a
nuclear reactor building while they used mirrors to reflect the sunshine. Jasper suggests
that despite the fact that this ritual was done for the first time, the performance during the
hiking qualified as a ritual because the participants affirmed basic beliefs of the world
and were connected to an underlying permanence and order of their beliefs. Jasper draws
attention to an aspect of ritual that reinforces moral and cognitive beliefs through strongly
stirred up emotions which “remind participants of their basic moral commitments” and
“reinforce a sense of solidarity with the group, a ‘we-ness’ ” (p. 184). Hyemoon’s
performances show both conventional aspects and a new ritual done first time, as defined
by Jasper. Most of all, Jasper’s theory is helpful to examine how Hyemoon utilizes
performance for facilitating solidarity of participants, invoking moral commitments
towards unification as restituting agency as Koreans and empowered citizens.
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The Theory of Ritual Performance (TRP) suggested by Yelle (2006) gives insight
for the exploration of ritual’s rhetorical dimensions. Yelle suggests that TRP enriches the
traditional cognitive view of rituals while he points out that ritual’s performative
functions have been neglected by cognitive theorists who focus exclusively on its
transmissive functions. He argues that TRP is “attuned to the rhetorical dimensions of
ritual” and “offers a better account of some of the phenomena addressed by these
cognitive theories” (p. 372). He argues, for example, the repetitiveness of ritual that was
interpreted for only its mnemonic function by cognitive theorists may be better explained
by its contribution to “a heightening of the message of ritual” or to “making ritual more
persuasive” (p. 373). Another example is the rhythmic or poetic aspect of ritual language
that was evaluated by its contribution to memorability by cognitive theorists. He asserts
the same features also contribute to its capacity to persuade or influence behavior.
In short, Yelle approaches ritual from the perspectives of intersubjective
communication, social influence, and rhetorical persuasion without rejecting the function
of cultural transmission. Yelle's emphasis on aesthetic and rhetorical dimensions of ritual
performance is aligned with Bauman, with added emphasis on the unfolding process and
potential effects that performed ritual may bring, affecting social relations among actors
and audience.
6.2.2

Ritual/Performance for Social Change
Activists often intentionally enact performances for their various rhetorical

purposes to: consolidate in-group members, display a moral stance against an opposing
party, deliver messages, provoke or educate the audience, or recruit new members. While
Taylor and Whittier (1995) introduce Wuthnow’s (1987) definition of ritual “as symbolic
expressive events that communicate something about social relations in a relatively
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dramatic way,” (as cited in Talyor & Whittier, p. 176), they exposit how major social
movement scholars utilize dramaturgical approaches. They illustrate how social
movement scholars such as Snow and Benford (1992) analyze the rituals of collective
action as framing devices whereas Benford and Hunt (1992) utilize a dramaturgical
perspective to show “how challenging groups use performance and ritual to define the
terms of conflict and communicate power” (Taylor & Whittier, p. 176).
Obviously, rhetorical appeals rely on both cognitive and affective aspects.
Compared to other forms or modes of communication (eg., written), ritual/performance
that occupies particular time and space, with physical co-presence of actors and audience,
with the heightened aesthetic, multiple sensibilities, and immediacy, can be more
effective to draw emotional engagement. Jasper (1997) argues that “In many forms,
rituals are vital mechanisms keeping protest movements alive and well. They pull
together, in an emotional format, many of a movement’s cultural processes. They not
only reinforce preexisting feelings, but help construct new ones” (p. 184). Similarly,
Taylor and Whittier (1995) argue that ritual is central when examining collective action
in social movements because rituals are “the cultural mechanisms through which
collective actors express the emotions” that “mobilize and sustain conflict” (p. 176). In
this sense, performance can be an effective medium to draw emotional engagement and
commitment that is critical to sustain social movement.
One of the central concerns in social movement is about identity of movement
participants. Enacted performance can be effective to examine not only how the
conventionalized code structures performance of participants, and/or breaks/modifies the
code but also how participants’ social identity is reflected, and/or constituted through the
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process. Searl’s idea of dual-direction-of-fit is useful to viewing the dialectics of
performance, in which one is the direction of “institutionalized frameworks, scripts, or
patterns of action that serve as general guides to behavior,” and the other is the direction
of “the specific instances of behavior improvised by individuals according to the
perceived demands of the moment and unknowable in advance” (as cited in Carlson,
1996, p. 49). Applying the concept of dual-direction-of-fit to Hyemoon’s discourse and
performance, I will explore how Hyemoon transformed the conventional perception of
particular ritual tools (e.g., prayer beads) into means of engagement to construct
performers’ identity as authentic Koreans in the post-cold war context.
On top of individual social movement actor’s identity, collective identity is
central in social movement mobilization. Framing collective identity as “enduring selfdefinition,” Taylor and Whittier (1995, p. 165) reassert their previous argument (1992) as
that it “arises out of a challenging group’s structural position, challenges dominant
representations of the group, and valorizes the group’s essential differences through
actions in everyday life” (p. 164). In similar vein, Carlson (1996) indicates how
performance provides a voice to previously silenced individuals or groups as a means of
resisting the power of hegemonic political systems.
The utilization of performance, in order to present silenced group, is well studied
by feminist scholars. In the chapter on Resistance Performance, Carlson (1996) examines
how leaders of women’s movements developed the strategies to utilize performance in
theory and practice. According to him, feminists such as Luce Irigaray and Julia
Kristeva’s view of language motivated a new way to represent women’s voices. Irigaray
and Kristeva regard traditional language as a male construction grounded on the ideology
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of logic, abstraction, and rationality that they describe as “the language of the father,”
thereby favoring patriarchy. As an alternative, the feminists suggest “the semiotic, poetic,
and physical language of the mother” that utilizes the physical body” (p. 169). Their view
has been adopted by other feminists who assert that utilizing the body in performance
may disrupt the existing symbolic, hierarchical order of language and thus may provide
the possibility of representing women better. They further emphasize the potential of
subverting the dominant social order. In other words, they argue that the power of the
female body in performance – with its physical presence occupying real time and space –
can be effective means to resist the patriarchal structure. I agree that the female body can
be a critical focus of contending the dominant ideology of patriarchy, as demonstrated in
how Hyemoon utilized a woman’s body as a significant, impactful symbolic means of
conveying his social movement message.
Feminist scholars also contribute to broadening communicative resources
practically usable for social change, encompassing various genres such as narrative,
rituals, dance, and play, providing us with concrete ideas for examining the relationship
between performance and rhetorical action/effect. For example, communication scholars
Harter, Sharma, Pant, Singhal, A., and Sharma, Y. (2007) combine entertainment and
educational features of performance for social change. Within the local context of Bihar
State in India, they utilized the Indian radio soap-opera Tar for their participatory theater
workshop to address such social issues as Aids prevention and the dowry and caste
system. Similarly, Rich, Ahrens, and Rodriguez (2008) dealt with the issue of sexual
assault in an American college setting through interactive performances. They concluded
that the students who participated in performance show higher levels of affective,
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cognitive learning, value-relevant involvement, and issue-relevant thinking, when
compared to the students who were exposed to only lectures.
These studies – by showing effective applications of performance theory to
various social movement phenomena within multiple contexts – inform the intricate
intersections among body, time, space, agency, audience, ideology, and power relations
that evolve performance towards social change. All these various aspects embodied in the
performances are good example to analyze what, how, and why Hyemoon utilized
performance as a means to display his agentive voice and rhetorical messages for social
change.
6.3

Data and Method of Analysis
Hymes, Burke, and Bauman’s theories are useful to examine the performance

enacted by Hyemoon. Dell Hymes (1971) criticized previous generative-grammar
linguists who centralized a tacit grammatical knowledge, more specifically the formal
structure of language. He asserts that language, with both its referential and social
meanings, emphasizes the importance of the communicative function in constituting our
social life. In his view, the centrality of language is not as a cognitive system but rather as
an accomplished action. He expands this purview of language into socio-cultural semiotic
functions beyond the level of grammar and formal structures. His concept of
“communicative competence” includes not only knowledge, but also the ability to speak
in socially appropriate as well as interpretable ways within a specific cultural context.
Burke’s (1945, 1950) central concern is about what motivates people to try to
influence the opinions and actions within their interactions. He characterizes performance
as consciously produced behavior with a certain motive/purpose by an actor. From the
perspective of Burke’s “dramatism,” human actions are regarded as staged drama. In his
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seminal book, A Grammar of Motives, Burke (1945) espouses what motivates people’s
drama. He suggests “five key terms of dramatism (i.e., act, scene, agent, agency,
purpose)”1 as analytical tools for examining and understanding the human motives of
drama which basically overlaps with Hymes’ SPEAKING model, which indicate
component of speech event, using acronyms: Setting, Participants, Ends, Act sequences,
Key, Instrumentalities, Norms, and Genres.
Bauman’s (1992) theory integrates important characteristics of performance that
help me here to explore rhetorical and ideological aspects of Hyemoon’s performative
acts. Bauman (1992) distinguishes performance from any act of communication, defining
it as “a specially marked mode of action, one that sets up or represent a special
interpretive frame within which the act of communication is to be understand” (p. 44).
His discussion about the other functions of performance such as “informational” and
“phatic” motivates me to approach performative events from a wider angle that is beyond
rhetorical and ideational dimensions which comprise my main interest. Bauman indicates
that the characteristics of performance are “calling forth special attention to and
heightened awareness of the act of communication” and “to the performer with special
intensity” (p. 44). Most importantly, he accentuates the importance of not only the
performer but also the audience in the performance. He argues that audience is assigned
the responsibility of evaluating the skill and effectiveness of the performer’s
accomplishment.

1

Burke (1945, p. xv) defines five terms: as Act (what was done; what took place in thought or deed), Scene
(when or where it was done; the background of the act, the situation in which it occurred), Agent (who did
it; what person or kind of person), Agency (how he did it; what means or instruments he used), Purpose
(why).
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For the current chapter, I adopt the theory suggested by Hymes, Burke, and
Bauman as analytic frames. As data, I use texts related to Reunification Buddhist Prayer
Beads (RBPB) from Korean media reports, Hyemoon’s blog essays, websites of
Gwaneum Temple, and finally from YouTube between June and December in 2012. For
analysis of these data, I use Hymes’ (1974) SPEAKING model. Not all aspects of
Hymes’ model are chosen to describe and analyze performances enacted by Hyemoon. In
this study the following units of analysis are considered to provide a detailed and clear
description of the use of language: settings and scenes, acts, and participants.


Settings and Scenes: the setting refers to the time and place in which the
communication occurs whereas scenes refer to a “psychological setting or the
cultural definition of an occasion as a certain type” (Hymes, 1974, p. 55). I
examine how specific physical settings affect and constitute mental (cognitive,
emotional, moral) perceptions and definitions of viewing the scenes and actions
occurring in the scenes. The primary settings are located in South Korea.



Acts: speech acts in terms of form, content, norms of interaction and norms of
interpretation.



Participants/agents: the participants of each communication scene, with special
focus on primary actors as agents. In particular, I closely look at Hyemoon as a
primary agent.



Purposes: the reason ‘why’ certain acts are done. I explore what the acts
conducted by agents in specific settings and scenes are intended to achieve.
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In addition, I add instrumentality or agency as another analytic focus because prayer
beads are at the center of performative acts and central to making meaning at the
settings and to signifying the messages of the acts to the audience.
Prior to describing and analyzing various events composed of rituals and
performative acts, some culture-specific knowledge needs to be introduced. In the next
section, I begin with introducing the main subject: Hyemoon and the central artifact
prayer bead represented in a photo.
6.4

Analysis of Performance at Heungnyong Temple
The photo2 below illustrates that Hyemoon embraced an object, smiling with

closed eyes and hugging it.
Figure 13. Praying for Unification, Hugging the Largest Prayer Bead in the World
(Source: photo taken at Heungnyong Temple on July 12, 2012 and posted in Hyemoon’s blog on July 16)

The object that Hyemoon is hugging in the photo is called a mother bead that is a part of
Buddhist wooden prayer beads called Reunification Buddhist Prayer Beads (RBPB) that
are produced for a special purpose. These beads are central not only to this specific
performative act, but also to other religious rituals and social events3 that Hyemoon
carried out which will be addressed in this chapter. Drawing from and creatively co-

2

Photo taken at Heungnyong Temple on July 12, 2012 and posted in Hyemoon’s blog on July 16, with the

title of “"Praying While Embracing the World's Largest Unification Great Buddhist Beads in one’s Arms."
(http://blog.naver.com/doorskyj/120164109098)
3

Such as moving ritual, installing ritual, guiding-dead-sprit ritual, and the provincial tour event. I refer to
the all the events as performative events in this chapter.
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opting traditionalized Buddhist ritual and prayer beads, Hyemoon attempted to call
attention to the existence of the RBPB and to raise awareness on the issue of reunification
between North and South Korea. The goal of this section is to unfold how Hyemoon
carried out various performances centering on the RBPB and to explore the sociopolitical meanings and rhetorical messages presented by these performed acts.
Toward the ultimate goal of understanding Hyemoon’s rhetoric displayed in these
performances, first I describe the RBPB at the center and as the central means of
Instrumentality of Hyemoon’s performed rituals and performative actions. Then I lay out
the background of the temple in terms of space and time as Scene. In particular, I
examine how the RBPB worked as a semiotic means for indexing and connecting time
and space of the past event to the present time and space in Korean history. The
description and analysis of Act focuses on enacted rituals and meanings. However, I do
not include a detailed description and explanation of the rituals because my focus is
rather on how these rituals were co-opted and enacted for a particular rhetorical purpose.
Then, Agent and Purpose are examined and related to Act and Scene. Finally, I discuss
how and what symbolic meanings of embracing the RBPB (illustrated in the photo) were
rhetorically constructed by the holistic effects of interrelated five elements and three
dimensions.
6.4.1
6.4.1.1

Instrumentality
Korean Buddhist Prayer Beads
The usual basic form of prayer beads is a circle of beads on a string, ending in a

tassel. Buddhists use prayer beads either for putting on one’s wrist or for turning around
with fingers when venerating Buddha and Bodhisattvas. Prayer beads are not Buddhist-
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specific, however, because they are widely used in other religions.4 It is known that
Hinduism used prayer beads first about three thousand years ago and then they were
adopted by Buddhism in its infancy.
Walker (2006) indicates that prayer beads are one of the most continuous and
widespread objects in human society, crossing the boundaries of culture, class, beliefs,
and language. While stressing how people use prayer beads actively and functionally in
comparison to other religious objects such as statues or paintings, he describes their
unique place in human culture “as an object that ties the physical or outer person with the
inner, contemplative, and spiritual self” (p. 25). He argues that prayer beads fulfill the
three main purposes of material artifacts: functional, social/positional, and
inspirational/spiritual ideas. In other words, prayer beads are used as a tallying device for
counting repeated prayers, as an aid to concentration and mediation, as well as a talisman,
touchstone,5 jewelry, or badge of identity. Most importantly, he argues that prayer beads
bring a powerful sense of personal possessiveness attributed to the “strong, interwoven
relationships between physical object, physical activity, tactility, visual understanding,
aesthetic experience, meaning, inner growth, and allusion to the numinous” (p. 28).
In Buddhism, there are particular sutras that address prayer beads in terms of their
number, the benefit of using them, and the materials used to make them.6 The numbers of

4

Such as Hinduism, Christianity, Islam, and Sikhism. However, Judaism does not use prayer beads.

5

“[F]or a person of faith, it is a reminder of that which is true and meaningful” (Walker, 2006, pp. 26-27).

6

For example, Mokhwanja Sutra (108 finger prayer beads to remove Karma), Suju Good Deeds Sutra,
Dharani Sutra, Most Excellent Reciting Sutra (Encyclopedia of Korean culture:
http://encykorea.aks.ac.kr/Contents/Index “염주” (yeomju, meaning prayer beads)
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beads typically mentioned in these sutras are 108, 54, 42, and 21.7 In Korea, 108 prayer
beads are most frequently used. The number 108 signifies the number of human
sufferings in Buddhism. In everyday life, many Buddhists also wear them as bracelets.
On a string of prayer beads, there is usually one larger bead called “the mother bead”
which marks the starting and ending of counting. In the Dharma Hall in a typical Korean
Buddhist temple, usually 1,000, 1,080, and 3,000 prayer beads are prepared to rent to
people who want to pray while they count the number of prostrations or mantras. Typical
materials for Korean prayer beads are made of various materials, such as wood, crystal,
or coral. Compared to Chinese and Japanese beads, Korean beads are known for their
simpler form and minimal decoration.
6.4.1.2

Reunification Buddhist Prayer Beads (RBPB)8
The prayer beads that we examine here are not typical Buddhist prayer beads as

described in the previous section. These special ones are called RBPB and are made by
Jonggu Im who is a third generation Korean-Japanese. He made three pairs of gigantic

7

Each number has a symbolic meaning, such as numbers of awakening stages, kinds of practice, or
Bodhisattvas (encykorea.aks.ac.kr, “염주”).
8

The explanation is drawn from various sources, but is not specified one by one for my convenience. The
sources are: Kyunghyang Shinmun (2002, Jun. 7). “Attention on the 6.5 Ton Super-sized Buddhist beads.”
(http://news.khan.co.kr/kh_news/khan_art_view.html?artid=200206071836481&code=940100);
Dong-a Ilbo (2002, May 10). “One Bead of the Buddhist Beads Weighs 40 kg, Sealed Inside the Two
Korea's Temple with the Wish for Unification.”
(http://news.donga.com/List/Culture/3/07/20020510/7817878/1);
Hyundae Bulgyo [weekly Buddhist newspaper] (2002, May. 1). “The Coming of 108 Supersized Buddhist
Beads to South Korea.” (http://www.hyunbulnews.com/news/articleView.html?idxno=124049);
Jugan Bulgyo [weekly Buddhist newspaper] (2012, Jul. 24). “Unification Great Buddhist Beads are for the
Wish for the 70 Million Compatriots.” (http://www.jubul.co.kr/news/23145);
Ministry of Unification Official Blog (2012, Sept. 5). “Unification Buddhist Beads Seen at Gwanum
Temple on Mt. Chiak.” (http://blog.unikorea.go.kr/2620);
Hyemoon’s blog post (2012, Jun. 24). “Unification Buddhist Beads Made from a 2,000 Year-old Holy
Tree" and other 5 posts. (http://blog.naver.com/doorskyj/120162520972);
etc.

226

RBPB in May 2000 by first purchasing a 2000 year old African Bubinga tree9 which is
known as the hardest tree on the earth; he proceeded to make three pairs of prayer beads,
one for Japan, South Korea, and North Korea respectively. The scale of the RBPB is
unusually large. In particular, the RBPB that was designated to send to North Korea has a
gigantic mother bead whose diameter is 74 centimeter (about 30 inches) and the
remaining beads are 45 centimeter (about 18 inches) in diameter with a combined weight
of the 108 bead set of 7. 4 tons.10 Not surprisingly, the RBPB is recorded as the largestscale prayer beads11 on the earth. Im says that he spent about 35 thousand dollars to
purchase the wood.
Among the three sets, one was enshrined in Tongguk Temple in Osaka, Japan in
March 2001; another in Gwaneum Temple, Wonju, South Korea on Aug. 12, 2002; and
the third was intended to be sent to Yeongtong Temple, Kaesong, North Korea on Oct.
3,12 2002 (the attempt to send it to North Korea in 2002 failed and it has remained in
Gwaneum Temple temporarily). On Jul. 12, 2012, after more than ten years since the
failed attempt, the RBPB set was moved to Heungnyong Temple for another attempt to

9

What he purchased was an 87 meter tall, 3 meter wide tree. The Bubinga tree is known to be 130-150 feet
(40-45m) high, trunk 3-6 feet (1-2m) wide, and weighs 56 ton according to The Wood Database
(http://www.wood-database.com/lumber-identification/hardwoods/bubinga/).
10

RBPB at Gwaneum Temple has the same size and weight of the mother bead but the remaining beads are
40 cm in diameter and weigh about 40 Kg; thus the whole RBPB weighs about 5 ton. (Pocheon Media:
http://www.yourepeat.com/watch/?v=yXXWcnODKt8&start_at=43&end_at=565).
11

The length when straightening the string of the RBPB is known to be 150 meters (about 492 feet). It is
registered in The Guinness Book of Records. The three sets in Heungnyong Temple, Gwaneum Temple,
and Tongguk Temple weigh 7. 4 tons, 6.5 tons, and 5 tons, respectively.
12

Oct. 3 is a special holiday for celebrating the birth of the first political entity of Gojoseon in the Korean
peninsula in 2333 B.C. It is one of the five major national holidays. North Korea began to celebrate this
holiday in the 1990s. Since the June Fifteen Summit Meeting in 2000 between the South and North Korean
presidents, South and North Koreas hold a joint ceremony as well.
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send it to North Korea again, with the target date of March 1, 2013, a special Korean
holiday that commemorates the March First Independence Declaration of 1919 and the
resistance against Japanese colonial rule.
6.4.2
6.4.2.1

Settings and Scenes
Setting : Four Temples and Panmunjeom
There are five places associated with the Reunification Buddhist Prayer Beads,

directly and indirectly. Whereas Heungnyong Temple and Gwaneum Temples are
directly related to the performances studied here, Tongguk Temple, Bohyeon Temple,
and Panmunjeom13 (a building located on the Military Demarcation Line in the Military
Demarcation Zone) are indirect scenes that constitute the meaning of the performance
more as scenery. I first shall discuss the primary physical scene, Heungnyong Temple,
and then continue the discussion of Gwaneum Temple and the other three sites.
The history of Heungnyong Temple is not only important as a physical location in
the Korean peninsula, but also as a symbolic one in terms of the condition of the two
divided Koreas (Hyemoon, 2012d). The temple was built at the end of the Silla Dynasty
by the Venerable Doseon (827-898 A.D.) who was a renowned Buddhist monk and
known as the Master of Ying and Yang Geomancy.14 It is known that he built the temple
in order to purify the disordered and corrupted country. For this purpose, Ven. Doseon
selected a place that was at the center of the Korean peninsula according to Ying and

13

It is a blue building located on the Military Demarcation Line in the Military Demarcation Zone (2 km
each to northbound and southbound from 38 degree of north latitude line). In the building, the Korean
Armistice Agreement was signed in 1953 after the Korean War. The building is in the Joint Security Area
and meetings between South and North Korea still take place in this building. Panmunjeom is often used to
refer to the Joint Security Area.
14

Interpreting the relationship between cosmic energy and the place, usually known as Feng Shui.
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Yang Geomancy. In addition, there is a popularly known legend15 that mythicizes the
temple’s site in which Ven. Doseon made three wooden birds and flew them. One of the
birds touched down on the ground on which he selected as the site. The temple used to
have many buildings, but they were burnt down during the Korean War. The present
temple was rebuilt later.
Near to Heungnyong Temple, there is a well-known place called the Iron Triangle
Area16 that is now associated with the Korean War: at the Baekun Valley where
Heungnyong Temple is located, it is known that countless soldiers17 died in battle. This
site had belonged to North Korea until the end of the Korean War, but after the Armistice
Agreement, it became part of South Korea. Presently, Heungnyong Temple is a branch
temple under Bongseonsa Temple of Jogye Order. Hyemoon became the temple’s abbot
in February, 2012.
There are three temples that are associated with the RBPB. Gwaneum Temple,
located at Mt. Chiak, Wonju, Gangwon Province, South Korea, was built in 1971 and is
known as the center of the Five Great Mountains of Korean peninsula; the Ven. Jeong-o
became its second Abbot in 2002. He is an influential figure for the RBPB producer Im.

15

The legend is included in the introduction of the temple by Korea Tourism Organization and in the
Korean Wikipedia.
16

The term is well-known to most South Korean citizens. It is an area connecting three places:
Pyeonggang, Cheolwon, and Gimhwa. It is located on the north latitude 38 degree which was an essential
area, given its superior position when controlling the frontline of the war. The name was originated by the
natural features of the area that are favorable to North Korea.
Soldiers were from South Korea, North Korea, and China. Iron Triangle is well-known for “the highest
number of causalities during the Korean War” (Korea Tourism Organization:
http://english.visitkorea.or.kr/enu/SI/SI_EN_3_1_1_1.jsp?cid=264163); in the battle, UN infantry divisions
on the side of South Korea had 9000 casualties and the Chinese army on the side of North Korea had about
19000 (United Army Center of Military History), http://www.history.army.mil/brochures/kwstale/stale.htm.
17
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He met Im in Japan and became Im’s consultant and supported him while he made the
three sets of RBPB.
Bohyeon Temple is located in Mt. Myohyang, Pyungan Province, North Korea and
was built during the Goryeo period (968 A.D.) and renovated on a large scale seven times
until the present. The temple, designated as National Treasure No. 22 of North Korea, is
famous for Ven. Seosan and Ven. Samyeong. Both monks are known for their resistance
fighting against the Japanese invasion called (1592-1598) when they organized and led
monk soldiers and righteous citizen soldiers. Bohyeon Temple is also famous as the
headquarters of the independence movement/resistance during the Japanese Colonial
Period. At that time, Bohyeon Temple oversaw 112 branch temples. Considering the
ultimate purpose of the RBPB as facilitating reunification of the two Koreas and the
belief among Koreans that Japanese colonial rule was responsible for dividing the
Koreas, the temple as a renowned center for repelling Japanese invasion in this earlier
period seemed an appropriate site to enshrine a set of RBPB permanently.
Tongguk Temple, located in Osaka, Japan, is affiliated with the Korean-Japanese
Buddhist Association. The temple drew attention from South Korean media when a
Buddhist ceremony was held there jointly by both the pro-South Korean Buddhist
Association and pro-North Korean Buddhist Federation in 2000. Prior to this joint
ceremony, it was not imaginable that the two groups would get together – not to mention
hold a ceremony together – because the two Korean-Japanese Buddhist groups had been
in a severely antagonistic relationship. This united Buddhist ceremony was held on July
17, influenced by the June Fifteen Summit Declaration (it will be explained in detail
later). Im selected the temple as one of the three sites at which to enshrine a set of RBPB
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permanently. This temple is the site where many Japanese Koreans have visited; Im
considers these people to have suffered as he does because of the separation of the two
Koreas.
The last but not least important place of scenery is a building in the Demilitarized
Zone (DMZ), about which I will explain when I analyze two performances closely later.
These physical places are fundamental to shaping the scenes as “psychosocial
settings,” as Hymes describes (1974, p. 55). The performative events involving the RBPB
were held in 2012. The timing then is an important component of the scene in which
particular events and performances were enacted. In the following, I describe the timing
of the events in terms of the socio-political situation of South Korea.
6.4.2.2

The Socio-political Scene in 2012
The timing of the performances is an important element of the scene. In the year

2012, the presidential election in South Korea was set for December 19; thus the
performances were held while fierce election campaigns were pitched, in particular,
during July and August.
Kim, Sang-gi (2013) and Seo, Chung-seok (2010), in discussing the changes in the
political relationship between North and South Korea since the Korean War, state that
there was hardly any practical communication between the two parties until the 1990s.
Since the mid-1990s, several civic groups and religious organizations have helped with
the food shortage in North Korea through the Red Cross. Dramatic change occurred when
Kim Dae-jung was elected president in 1997: he then initiated the Sunshine Policy based
on South Korean’s policy of tolerance and embracement of North Korea, in order to build
a positive relationship between the two countries. Since the June Fifteen Summit
Declaration (JFSD) in 2000, South and North Korea have begun to initiate active socio231

cultural and economic exchanges. For example, there have been cooperative projects
such as visiting dispersed families,18 connecting railroads, building the Kaesong intereconomic industrial park, and tourism in Mt. Kumgang. This active communication and
exchange continued into Roh Moo-hyun’s presidency (2003-2008), and consequentially
the Second Summit Meeting between South and North Korea was held in 2007.
Nonetheless, this ten-year amicable political relationship suddenly chilled during
the presidential term of Lee Myung-bak that started in 2008. Unlike the previous three
presidents from the Democratic Party, Lee was from the conservative party; he
fundamentally changed the policy toward North Korea, bringing back the confrontational
policy that existed before the three previous presidencies. Thus, under his presidency, the
relationship between the two countries became strained and conflictive again. In
particular, on March 2010, there was a critical accident to worsen the hardened
relationship in the area of the Western Sea called the Northern Limit Line (NLL) in
which one South Korean navy ship was destroyed by the North Korean Navy. 19After an
investigation, Lee gave a public speech to the Korean citizens and announced a new
policy toward North Korea on May 25, 2010. He framed the accident as a North Korean
military attack and declared that all communication channels and exchanges would be
blocked. Under the new policy, most joint projects that had been developed since the

18

Throughout the Korean War, about ten million people were separated from their families and relatives
and did not know if they were alive or not. In 1971, the Red Cross initiated a project to locate the separated
families. In 1985, for the first time, 65 people had a short reunion time. After the June Fifteen Declarations
until 2004, 10 more exchange visits were conducted and 9977 people reunited. Between 2000 and 2007,
there were 15 additional exchange visits and five computer screen meetings. Since 2008 until 2014, there
were an additional 3 exchange visits (no computer screen meetings). (National Archives of Korea,
http://archives.go.kr/next/search/listSubjectDescription.do?id=003358)
19

The issue was serious enough to be discussed by the UN Security Committee.
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June Fifteen Declaration were completely stopped.20 Most importantly, Lee clarified his
stance of sustaining an active restraining policy against North Korea, stating that South
Korea will use military power if North Korea invades again. This hardened relationship
was continued until 2012 when a presidential election was scheduled to be held in
December.
6.4.3
6.4.3.1

Acts
Streams of Performative Events
On May 30, 2012, Ven. Hyemoon, Ven. Jeong-o, and Im got together and decided

to reignite the project of sending a RBPB set to North Korea. Several events were held to
promote the project and to motivate support and participation from Korean citizens. The
main events were the transferal of the RBPB, the enshrinement of the RBPB, a concert in
Heungnyong Temple, rituals for the deceased, special prayers, and a local tour of the
RBPB. First, these events will be described generally to contextualize the two
performances of lifting and hugging a mother bead of the RBPB set. Then, we shall focus
on two performances enacted by Hyemoon and discuss their cultural, social, and esthetic
meanings and how they relate to all the events and to the larger socio-political context.
6.4.3.2

Transferal of the RBPB
The transferal, held on July 12, 2012, was the largest set of RBPB out of the three

sets that Im made. Rho Eunghwan, the vice chair of the Committee for Enshrining the
RBPB, commented that:
This Relocation is not only on a religious level but for the benefit of all people.
Apart from the precarious relationship between the two Koreas, it could not have
20

The only exceptions were humanitarian support for malnourished infants and minimum maintenance of
the Kaesong Industrial Park.
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left 10 years ago because the Great Buddhist Beads are a holy object.21
(Wonjutoday, 2012)
In this comment, he attributes the failure of the transferal to North Korea ten years ago
mainly to the artifact’s special spiritual characteristics, thereby minimizing the effect of
the human conflict in the worldly realm of politics. In a way, he seems to justify the
failure and mystify the artifact as an entity that has its own will and magical power to
decide its own placement, thus appearing to draw from the popular Korean folk belief.
The transport began in 2002 in Gwaneum Temple that had kept two sets of the
RBPB, one of which was permanently enshrined there and the other one was temporarily
kept there with intensions to send it to North Korea. Because of the huge size and weight
(7.5 tons) of the beads in the second set, a lifting machine was used when the beads were
taken in and out of the containers and truck. The set was dissembled,22 wrapped23 in
Gwaneum Temple, and transported to Heungnyong Temple. After arrival, the set was
unwrapped and assembled again. The Buddhist ritual for moving important religious
objects24 was held both when the set left Gwaneum Temple and again when it arrived at
Heungnyong Temple. Because the beads were too big and numerous, some portions were
laid inside the main Dharma Hall and others were laid outside of the hall.

My own translation of “holy object” is from the Korean word “신물” (sinmul) means God (like) Object in
more direct translation. There is a folk belief about a godlike object (living or nonliving). An example of a
godlike object is the dragon. According to the folk belief, the godlike object has its own will to decide
where to stay. It is believed that people cannot move it without its permission.
21

22

A long string connects each bead and each bead has a hole in the middle.

23

Each bead was wrapped separately and put into a separate wooden box.

24

They are comprised of statues and paintings of Buddha and Bodhisattva images, sariras, and

Buddhist mortuary tablets.
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6.4.3.3

Enshrining the RBPB
The ritual for enshrining the transported RBPB set was held on July14, two days

after its arrival at Heungnyong Temple. A Buddhist enshrining ritual for important
religious objects was carried out for two hours between 6 and 8 in the evening, during
which the Buddhist rite of consoling the deceased during the Korean War and the
Japanese Colonial Period was included. The producer of the RBPB, Im participated in the
event and said through tears that he could hear a loud crying sound from the deceased
who held grudges, and he wished the peaceful reunification of North and South as soon
as possible (Han Kisun, 2012).
6.4.3.4

The Concert in Heungnyong Temple
After celebrating the event of the RBPB’s official transfer, Hyemoon organized

another event to celebrate: whereas the ceremony on the day of the official enshrining
was more formal, an event was held two weeks later in a slightly altered format. He
introduced the event under two different titles in his blog: “The Memorial Service Ritual
for the Sacrificed in the Korean War” and “The Concert at Mountain Temple.” Both blog
entries refer to the same event in a different way: whereas the former gives a political
nuance to the meaning of the RBPB, the latter seems to refer to a more casual, ordinary,
and entertainment-intended event. As the day of the event approached, Hyemoon seems
to have attempted to represent the event as a more enjoyable romantically nuanced
nocturnal concert than as a memorial service.
The event was held on July 27, 2012 at Heungnyong Temple that is located at Mt.
Baekun in Pocheon City, Gyeonggi Province; it takes between one and two hours to get
there from Seoul Metropolitan City, depending on the place of departure. For the event,
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rental buses operated between Jogye Temple25 and Heungnyong Temple. There were
about three hundred participants in the one-hour Memorial Service Ritual and the twohour concert.
In the opening speech of the Memorial Ritual, Hyemoon stated, “Please forget all
the unfortunate ties of karma [bad karma] that occurred here in unfortunate periods, and
rest in peace embraced by compassionate Buddha” (Pocheon Media, 2012). Hyemoon
then performed a Buddhist initiation ceremony that is usually for those who want to
become Buddhists during which people vow to receive and practice the five
commandments of Buddhism. The ceremony on this day, however, was offered to the
deceased during the Korean War. Hyemoon underscored that the date of the event was
the 59th Memorial Day since the Korean Armistice Agreement in 1953. In the concert
that followed, the Pocheon City chorus sang and the Eight Army Division26 military band
played music. The staging of an event composed of a local citizen group (the city chorus)
and a military unit seems strategic to constitute the event as more locally supported and
grounded. The inclusion of army soldiers, even in the form of military band, is intriguing
in terms of the potential connotation of associating the RBPB with the separation of the
two Koreas, which is still guarded by both sides of military soldiers posted nearby
Demarcation Line.
6.4.3.5

Rituals for the Deceased
There were also multiple rituals for the deceased throughout the series of events

related to the RBPB transferal project. On the one hand, the ritual held on July 14 was for

25

Central headquarters temple of the Korean Buddhism Jogye Order, located in Seoul.

26

It is located in the Pocheon area, near Heungnyong Temple.
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consoling the deceased in the form of the Korean traditional custom influenced by
Confucian philosophy; on the other hand, the July 27 ritual was Buddhist and offered to
those deceased from the Korean War. Another ritual on Aug. 15 was offered to the
deceased who were forcefully drafted as soldiers and laborers during the Japanese
colonial rule. The selection of the day is clearly strategic because the day is
commemorated for both liberation day from Japan in 1945 and the creation of Republic
of Korea in 1948, which is hardly forgettable.
Besides the three rituals for the dead, special long term praying started on July 15,
one of the four major Buddhist holidays27 called Baekjung that is celebrated as a
traditional as well as a Buddhist practice in Korea. As a folk custom, people usually
dedicated special food for the deceased ancestors while the Buddhist custom derives from
a story about Shakyamuni Buddha and his first disciple Mahakasyapa that is well known
among Korean Buddhists. Buddhists have come to count the day as special for the
deceased and thus one hundred days of prayer until Baekjung is popular among Korean
Buddhists. Hyemoon therefore organized special Baekjung praying as well as a special
ritual for the deceased called Cheondoje. He led the daily Baekjung prayers between July
15 and September 1 at Heungnyong Temple. After all these acts were completed, the set
of RBPB was exhibited and circulated throughout multiple cities in South Korea,
including large cities such as Pusan, Daegu, and Gwangju until the RBPB set was to be
sent to North Korea on March 1, 2013, a special Korean holiday that commemorates the
March First Independence Declaration of 1919 and the resistance against Japanese

27

The rest is the birthday of Buddha, Buddha’s Enlightened Day, and passing day.
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colonial rule. The selected day reflects the view of the Committee for Enshrining RBPB
that associates the sending of the RBPB to the separated condition of Korea into South
and North, thus suggesting a symbolic similarity between the actions of uprising against
Japanese colonial rule and of sending the beads as a wish for reunification.
Now a close analysis of two specific performative acts will follow: holding up the
mother bead of the RBPB and hugging this bead.
6.4.3.6

Performance of Holding up the RBPB

On July 12, 2012, the RBPB’s transport day, Hyemoon posted an essay, “Praying
While Embracing the World's Largest Unification Great Buddhist Beads in one’s Arms”
on his blog about the event; the essay frames the meaning of the site where the temple is
located. First, he describes the historic origins of Heungnyong Temple, including the
legend of Ven. Doseon’s selection of the temple’s site as mentioned earlier. Then he
notes that the temple was burnt during the Korean War and rebuilt later, now located
inside the area called “The Iron Triangle Battlefield.” Hyemoon stresses that the area was
the site of “one of the fiercest battlefields during the Korean War,”28 in which a great
number of people died. Lastly, he refers to a flower called Kumgang-chorong (Diamond
Lantern) that is a species endemic to the Korean peninsula.
In the following paragraph, Hyemoon recaptures his framing of the temple and its
place as “Ven. Doseon’s dream of an everlasting peaceful Buddhist land,” “ecologically
important with many endemic species thriving,” and “countless people lost their lives

Iron Triangle is well-known for “the highest number of causalities during the Koran War” (Korea
Tourism Organization: http://english.visitkorea.or.kr/enu/SI/SI_EN_3_1_1_1.jsp?cid=264163); in the
battle, UN infantry divisions on the side of South Korea had 9000 casualties and the Chinese army on the
side of North Korea had about 19000 (United Army Center of Military History:
http://www.history.army.mil/brochures/kw-stale/stale.htm.
28
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during the war”; furthermore he assigns the meaning of “enshrining a RBPB in such a
place” as the “opening of a new era of the Korean peninsula from a causal relation in the
Buddhist sense.” At the end of the essay, Hyemoon articulates the meaning of the act,
saying:
Through the effort of enshrining a RBPB in Heungnyong Temple, I extend the
wish that there would be no more repetition of war in which Korean people kill
their own brothers and sisters. I pray for Buddha to help us to build trust between
North and South Korea, which will bring us prosperity and initiate genuine efforts
for reunification.
Hyemoon’s discourse seems to offer a re-signification of the meaning of the place from
harsh battlefield into a precious site: ecologically, religiously, and for reunification.
The question remains as to how Hyemoon’s verbal message was represented in the
essay enacted by non-verbal, physical, performative actions. Hunter (1971) asserts that
dramatic actions29 can be an effective means to affect the public’s consciousness of the
transforming of their world view. As an example of dramatic action, he mentions a video
clip used for social change by Greenpeace activists: the video shows two Greenpeace
activists sitting on an inflatable Zodiac between a Soviet whaling fleet and whales, in
order to block the launching of harpoons to kill the whales. Contrary to their assumption
that the whalers would not risk killing humans to catch whales, the whalers fired a 160
pound exploding grenade harpoon over the activists’ heads; the steel harpoon cable swept
the Zodiac about five feet. Hunter describes that the action captured in the photo
disseminated by CBS, ABC, and NBC was critical in igniting international indignation
and initiating the campaign to ban whaling (Deluca, 1999, p. 1).

29

I view the dramatic actions same as performance.
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Using Deluca’s (1999) term, the dramatic act in the Greenpeace photo is an image
event that refers to an intentionally staged and tactically and rhetorically performed event
to deliver certain messages to audiences. Deluca argues that image events aim to make an
invisible issue visible by staging the issue dramatically, with the objective of drawing
mass-media attention that in turn will force the public to be exposed to the issue and
create controversy. The Greenpeace photo was taken in 1975, at the time newspaper and
broadcast stations were the major mass-media outlets. Compared to these traditional
media forms, staged events can be disseminated more instantly these days via social
media and the events or acts are not necessarily limited to a world class event. In fact, the
two photos that I present below were presented to people via the Facebook page of
CRKCP30 and the blog website of Hyemoon as well as in a form of video on YouTube
(2012). The below is the first photo.
Figure 14. Lifting the Mother Bead of Unification Prayer Beads at Gwanum
Temple
(Source: Wonju Today, 2012, Jul. 16)

Bauman (1992) distinguishes performance from any other act of communication as “a
specially marked mode of action, one that sets up or represents a special interpretive

30

CRKCP began an official Facebook presence in March 2012, and the photo was presented on July 24,
2012.
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frame within which the act of communication is to be understood” (p. 44). I argue that the
act in the above photo in which Hyemoon and his colleagues are lifting a bead was
framed as a performance that represents a marked action which sets up a particular
interpretive frame to communicate social meanings. I view that the act was performed as
an image event to affect the viewers’ consciousness and attitude toward certain intended
goals.
I further suggest that the seemingly simple act of lifting an object was a tactically
and strategically staged image event for a rhetorical purpose. I begin with the description
of the act in the photo to argue this theory: this act of holding up a bead was enacted on
July 12, 2012; the bead is a mother bead of a RBPB and the scene is inside the Dharma
Hall in Gwaneum Temple. There are three Buddha statues and paintings behind these
actors; the wooden altar is decorated with a lotus pattern and appears to hold a lit candle
in a candlestick, a bowl for tea or water, and a little bell. These background features
comprise a typical scene frequently recognized in Buddhist temples and familiar to
Korean audiences via TV dramas, movies, and books.
Six people participated in this performative action: they were directly and
indirectly related to the project of transferring the RBPB. Hyemoon and another monk31
are positioned at each end of the white bar that penetrates the bead. Hyemoon wears a

31

The far left person wears medium-sleeved upper attire. From his attire, shaved head, and prayer beads
worn around his neck, I can see he is a Buddhist monk.
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long-sleeved grey monk robe called Jangsam.32 The person to his left is a lay Buddhist33
and the other three people are wearing casual shirts and pants and cotton gloves coated
partially in red and yellow paint. It is popular to use these gloves for intensive physical
labor in contemporary Korean society.34 The four people in the middle are using their
upper arms to hold the bar whereas the two monks at each end are holding the bar with
both hands. The two people on the left side are using cushions underneath the bar while
holding the bar. One foot of most of the actors is in the air, illustrating that the actors
genuinely attempted to lift instead of taking a mere pose for a photo shot. Thus, from the
number of people, their attire, and physical postures, it can be assumed that they are
dealing with a heavy object.
I contend that the act at the scene cannot be seen as ordinary and familiar to most
Koreans, in particular, to Buddhists. There are several reasons for that. First, the size of
the bead is exceptionally unusual. In Korean Buddhist temples, seeing prayer beads is not
unusual at all because people commonly and frequently wear prayer beads around their
necks or wrists as well as hold them in their hands during rituals and praying. Besides,
most temples keep beads of 108, 1,000, and 1,080 for people to count their prostrations.
However, the typical size of each bead is about one centimeter (0.4 inch) in diameter.35

32

For carrying out religious rituals, monks usually wear an outer layer called Gasa in a dark brown color.
This attire shows that he was not doing a religious ritual.
33

The person was a vice chair of the Committee for Transferring RBPB. Lay Buddhists wear the specific
formal grey pants when they come to a temple for rituals because prostrating is easier in these lay Buddhist
pants.
34

For example, in construction work, moving, and gardening. The paint coat helps for gripping.

35

This is the practical, optimum size for the purpose of counting the repetition of reciting mantras or
prostrating. Bigger size beads are sometimes used for other special purposes.
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Second, witnessing such an action inside a Dharma Hall is strange and hardly imaginable.
The range of actions within an indoor temple usually is comprised of chanting, praying,
prostrating, and dedicating.36 The act of lifting up or moving a bead skewed in a bar can
be perceived as rare and dramatic – both literally and symbolically – to most Korean
eyes.
Smith (1987, p. 103) argues that ritual is a “mode of paying attention” and “process
for marking interest.” Bauman (1992) points out that performance draws special attention
to and heightens awareness of the act of communication. I insist that the heightened
awareness of the lifting action is for both the performers and the audience. The actors
seem tried marking their interest to the meaning of the RBPB and drawing attention from
the audience to what and how they paid attention.37 I also argue that not only the actions
of lifting but also taking a photo and disseminating it on the media are not accidental. The
performance actions thus seem consciously selected and enacted with a heightened
awareness by actors. For example, instead of taking a photo when they were moving
other smaller prayer beads, they selected the moment of moving the last remaining
mother bead. This mother bead weighs 260 kilograms with a diameter of 74 centimeters
(551 pounds, 2.4 feet) whereas each of the other beads weigh 60 kilograms with a
diameter of 45 centimeters (132 pounds, 1.47 feet). Thus, holding up the mother bead
seems intentional in order to create a more dramatic impression to the viewers. Applying

36

Typically, they are flowers, tea, fruits, rice, incense, or candles.

37

The audience refers to those who see the action in the photo via mass media as well as to those who were
at the scene.
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Burke’s (1945) terms, it was a staged action as well as a consciously produced behavior
with certain motives.
In the photo, the act of performance is represented through the actors’ body
movements, facial expressions, and several semiotic symbols and cues. For example, the
size of the mother bead can be determined when compared to the size of the people. The
heavy weight can be inferred from the postures and facial expressions of the actors: most
of the actors’ one foot is in the air, which illustrates that they are actively pouring energy
for lifting; and finally four actors use their upper arms. There are other semiotic cues such
as the heavy duty gloves and padded cushions. The most notable cue for inferring the
heavy weight is the position of the mother bead itself. In the photo, the mother bead is
positioned slightly to the left and forward from the center of the cushion. The cushion is
aligned to the wooden stand underneath vertically, from which one can easily assume that
the mother bead previously was at the center of the cushion before the actors initiated the
action. Thus, from the slightly moved position of the bead from the center of the cushion,
a possible assumption can be made: despite the six people’s struggle to lift up or move
the bead at once and despite exerting every effort, the bead was barely moved from its
original starting point.
Bauman (1995) indicates that performance draws special attention to the
communicative act and actors who enact it while Taylor and Whittier (1995) assert that
collective identity is constructed in the process of collective action. I argue that the six
actors demonstrate their social identity and further their moral stance to the audience
through the cooperative collective action of moving the beads. The action reflects and/or
constitutes the actors’ identity as members of a community that supports the project of
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the RBPB. Regardless of other social identities such as a monk, a lay Buddhist, or
another job, at the moment of the performance they appear to come together and
demonstrate a shared identity and solidarity. All of them seem to be consolidated as
community members who contribute to the project’s progress. At the same time, the
performance indicates the actors’ attitudes about the project. There can be various ways
to participate and support the project, but these actors are demonstrating one of the most
basic and fundamental approaches: active and practical participation in the project. They
show the profound efforts physically and emotionally of trying to move the bead.
Considering the failed attempt of the same project ten years ago and the narrow circle of
people who actively engaged in reinstating the project, one might argue that their
attitudes invoke an immediate and urgent emotional appeal, and suggest active
participation among the viewers.
I also argue that several layers of symbolic meanings are implied in the act within
the broader socio-historic and political contexts. First, all the actors share a large weight
even though literally the average weight per person is about 92 pounds. Each actor’s
posture shows a mirror image of one another. Most of all, each actor’s physical body is
visibly connected by the conspicuous white bar that is connected to the mother bead.
Under these circumstances and within the wider context, one might interpret a committed
attitude and connection among the actors who share this heavy burden and challenge,
both physically and emotionally.
From another perspective, the performance and symbols can be regarded as
comprising a visual, symbolic icon that the RBPB project pursued to achieve. The
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vertical line that is aligned with the cushion, stand, and bead38 in the middle –
metonymically and symbolically – can be viewed as the Demarcation Line39 of the
Korean peninsula to Korean eyes like mine. To Korean people, the Demarcation Line is
far from an abstract and imaginative one that only existing within the metaphysical realm.
Since the end of the Korean War, the Korean people have been accustomed to seeing this
literal dividing line on their maps, presented by either a dotted or solid line on the north
latitude 38 degree or DMZ. There are a few examples circulated in books and mass media
in South Korea in the photos below.
Figure 15. Korean Maps Marking the Separation between the South and the North:
(Source: Google.com, using search word “map of Korea divided”)

In order to understand the literal and symbolic meaning of the Demarcation/ DMZ line,
some detour seems unavoidable.

38

The bead must have been positioned along the vertical axis before being moved.

39

There are two kinds: one is the 38 parallel (North latitude 38 degree line) made by the U.S. and Soviet
Union after the Second World War was over which was used until the Korean War. Another is the DMZ
made as a result of the Korean War, hardening the present division between North and South Korea.
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The entity of DMZ line is embedded in consciousness in many ways among S.
Koreans. First, there is a popular folk terms “peninsular cut into two pieces, country
whose waist is severed,” and “torn – apart - land.” Second, is the memory of what I
mentioned earlier as the fifth place as scenery of RBPB project, Panmunjeom.
Panmunjeom is a name of a village that is located at the forefront of the battles during the
Korean War, devastated and abandoned. It is inside DMZ. Panmunjeom is famous
because that is the place in which Korean Armistice Agreement was signed. Joint
Security Area (JSA) was constructed in the area since 1953; JSA does not belong to
either North Korea or South Korea. All the meetings, including Red Cross representatives
from both countries, have taken place here. Some of the meetings also included officials
from the governments of North and South Korea as well as from the United Nations;
sometimes just two of these parties met and sometimes all three. Panmunjeom is
frequently used as metonym of JSA. Panmunjeom was a special place for people who
have relatives in opposite side of DMZ because the negotiations to exchange visiting to
see separated families were held there.
In 1989, a college student who participated in the World Festival for University
students held in Pyongyang, North Korea, returned to S. Korea by passing through
Panmunjeom; this was the first time a civilian had crossed Panmunjeom. In 1998, Chung
Ju-young, CEO of Hyundai Conglomerate, crossed Panmunjeom with 500 cows and
100,000 tons of rice, which was regarded as an epochal event in the history of this region.
However, since JFSD in 2000, when Kaesong Industrial Region (KIR)40 began to be built

40

It was operated until 2013 where 54000 people for 1200 business from South and North Korea worked
together. However, in 2010 and 2013, KIR’s operation was stopped by political reasons. Most of all, by
May 24 Action in 2010 decreed by Lee Myung-bak, S. Korean workers and business were completely
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in North Korea nearby JSA, the imagery of KIR turned into a place of reconciliation from
the token of separated and severed people and peninsula. Most significantly to our
discussion, the RBPB was planned to be sent to N. Korea through Panmunjeom.
Let us come back to the discussion of the lifting of RBPB. As you can see, the
Demarcation Line stays horizontally at the center of the Korean peninsula on the map,
dividing South Korea from North Korea. In the photo41 of lifting the mother bead, the
bead physically and visually ties and connects the divided people on each side of the
symbolic central line in the middle. The manifesto prayer of dedicating the RBPB42 (Han
Kisun, 2012) succinctly expresses that the ultimate goal of sending the RBPB to North
Korea is to connect the minds of the people in South and North Korea as one people. In
the dedicating prayer, Im metaphorically compares the connected mind and people to the
beads that are connected as one, by a string. In a similar vein, in the photo the bead
connecting people can be seen as a metonymical illustration of connecting the divided
people, overcoming the Demarcation Line. I perceive the slight movement of the bead
from the center is significant symbolically in this context as well.
In the aforementioned Greenpeace video, the bodies of the activists occupy real
time and space. The dramatic performance represented in the form of a film or photo
embodies their invisible, abstract message into visible and concrete action. Most of all,
the imaginary line connecting the gigantic ship, activists on a boat, and targeted whales is
not visible on the film or photo, but still is strongly invoked in the minds of the audience.

withdrawn. In 2013, because of S. Korean and the U.S. cooperative military training, N. Korean closed KIR
temporarily.
41

If you rotate the photo clockwise, it is easier to compare with the maps.

42

It is written by Im (Jugan Bulgyo, http://www.jubul.co.kr/news/23145).
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Moreover, the imaginary line sends a rhetorical message about how the activists
attempted to intervene. Likewise, the invisible but potent imagined line that connects
South Korea, the bead, and the North Korea is embodied by actors in the RBPB photo,
which can be considered as a visible display of the actors’ rhetorical message and their
ideology. The actors performed their value of pro-reunification and their stance of
committed participation toward achieving the goal. As an image event, it is a
performance emphasizing immediacy and urgency, an intervention mediated by the
physical presence of the actors that occupies real time and space.
Carlson (1996) points out that performance can be a tool for providing a voice to a
silenced or dominated group. The same project was attempted ten years ago (by another
Buddhist sect), but failed despite cooperating efforts from related temples in the South
and North. We can assume that it must not have been easy to overcome various barriers,
including political ones. The present committee did not seem to have any dramatic
difference from its past counterpart43 in terms of political power. In this sense, the
performance is a rhetorical challenge toward hegemonic powers and structures that
hinder the project. On one level, the performance implies the actors’ determination to
realize the goals of the RBPB project. On another level, the performance draws attention
and raises awareness to the issue of reunification. Most of all, the performance empowers
the performers, allowing them to express their collective agentive voice and stance. How
much and how deep can an audience understand that a performance is “framed in a
special way and put on display for an audience” (Bauman, 1992, p. 41) are difficult
questions to measure and beyond the aim here. However, I argue that the performance

43

In 2002, it was propelled by another Buddhist sect, the Cheontae Order.
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sets up or represents the issue of reunification between South and North as a special
interpretive frame. The performers attempted to invoke the present Korean situation
divided into South and North since the Korean War and to incite support for the RBPB
project, further instigating the Korean public to engage with the issue of reunification.
Whereas the performative act discussed in this section was collaborative among
several in-group members that show aligned stance for the project, the performance
below was enacted by Hyemoon alone. In the following, I analyze how and why
Hyemoon’s performance re-signifies/reframes the relationship with the bead in terms of
demonstrating a change in perceived emotional distance and a transformation of attitude
toward the sacred object so that it becomes psychologically and spiritually more intimate.
6.4.3.7

Performance of Embracing the RBPB

Figure 16. Interacting with the Reunification Buddhist Prayer Beads
(Source: Clockwise, Hyemoon’s blog, Newtimes Korea, Lee Geon-hui’s blog, Chosun.com, Newtimes
Korea)
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The above first left photo was included at the end of the essay about transporting
the RBPB to Heungnyong Temple in 2012. In the photo, Hyemoon embraces the bead
with his whole body, his eyes closed and his mouth in a smile. I argue that this simple
action is a performance which enacts what he verbally represented in the blog post.
Since two sets of RBPB have been installed in Gwaneum Temple,44 the temple has
become famous for its novel prayer beads. On the temple’s website (www. 치악산관음사.kr),
the RBPB is introduced immediately next to the introduction to the temple. In the RBPB
section, there are the producer’s own explanation about the bead, greetings from Tongguk
Temple, the explanation of how the RBPB was enshrined in the temple, and six news
articles related to the RBPB.
Since 2002, a lot of people have visited Gwaneum Temple and have taken photos
of the RBPB in the temple and posted them on the public website or on their personal
blogs. There are typically two types of photos: the first group focuses only on the RBPB
in which the beads are photographed from various angles, far and close up, and with or
without background features of the indoor temple while the second group is similar in
terms of including the RBPB but the difference is the addition of people. Most photos in
the second group show people who are touching the RBPB with their hands as in the
photo that is second to the left. In these photos, people usually brush the surface of the
beads and bow to them. In the video clips45 of the July 27 event, typical movements are
more clearly visible. The female visitors brush a bead with both hands, moving each hand
in a circle, and then clasp hands together while lowering their heads toward the bead.

44

One set is still kept in Gwaneum Temple.

45

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yXXWcnODKt8, 6min: 30sec - 6min: 42sec.
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Some people repeat this action from one bead to another one consecutively. Other people
do this movement only with the mother bead. At the end of these brushing acts, the
people move on to the Buddha statue behind the RBPB and perform a half bow.
When a Korean Buddhist comes inside Dharma Hall, the fundamental ritual is to
bestow reverence to Buddha represented as a form of statues or paintings. The formal
basic order is to do a half bow (lowering the head by bending the upper body, with
clasped hands) when entering, then prostrating three times, and when exiting doing
another half bow. Before exiting, other acts such as praying or offering flowers or incense
are optional. When praying for a special wish, most people dedicate flowers, rice, a
candle, incense, or tea. Before and after dedicating such offerings, a half bow is done.
Therefore, it seems that the brushing act became integrated as a part of the ritual among
those Buddhists who visited Gwaneum Temple over the past ten years. In particular, the
half bow that is done after brushing the RBPB indicates that the act seems to be valued
similar to offering flowers or incense to Buddha, either as a form of paying reverence or
of praying.46
I view Hyemoon’s act in this photo as performative. Searle (1979) uses the term of
dual-direction-of-fit when indicating two opposite aspects of performance: one direction
is toward fitting to the existing world and established codes while the other is toward
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By contrast, when people pose for a commemorative photo, they usually stand next to the RPBP or place
one hand on the bead, as demonstrated above in the third and fourth photos from the left. In the fourth
photo taken on the day of celebrating the enshrinement of the RBPB, Hyemoon, another monk, and two
guests each simultaneously put one hand on the bead. Therefore, compared to other photos and video clips,
the first left photo in which Hyemoon embraces the bead with his whole body is unusual; I was able to find
only one more photo that shows other person’s hugging the bead besides the above one. In this photo,
Hyemoon does not wear white gloves as he did at the ceremony. The contrasting brightness between the
grey monk robe and the dark brown bead is noticeable. The round curve of the bead and the shaved head of
Hyemoon seem harmonious and aesthetically resonate. Most of all, his closed eyes, the smile on his face,
and the close-shot hugging features seem to portray a peaceful, satisfying, and intimate relationship with
the bead.

252

constituting the transformed world by creating a new code. According to Searle, in ritual
performance both directions are utilized: one drawing from or relying on conventional
structures and forms, and the other from emergent features in the unfolding action.
Whereas the convention constrains ritualized acts, creativity paradoxically arises from
breaking or modifying the conventionalized codes. Certeau’s (1993) differentiation
between “strategies” and “tactics” is more precise in describing this phenomenon.
According to this scholar, whereas the former refers to “institutionalized frameworks,
scripts, or patterns of action that serve as general guides to behavior,” the latter refers to
“the specific instances of behavior improvised by individuals according to the perceived
demands of the moment and unknowable in advance” (as cited in Carlson 1996, p. 48).
Garlough (2008) applies this nuanced notion to performance study in her
demonstration of how grassroots Indian feminist theater groups rhetorically utilize
traditional folklore. The group uses the familiarized and conventionalized medium of
folklore as a resource, but appropriates and reinterprets the characters and dance so that it
can deal with several women’s issues. She argues that it works as an effective means to
address feminist messages with diverse audience members because the play is situated
within the familiarity of well-known folk forms. Garlough indicates that such an emotive
appeal from a shared experience along with such a created commonality from emotional
bonding emanate from the appropriation and reinterpretation of the folklore piece.
Informed by Certeau (1993) and Garlough (2008), I view Hyemoon's performance
as strategic and tactical at the same time. Because the RBPB itself was drawn from
conventions of Buddhist prayer beads, the producer modified the size, the inscription on
the surface, and the way of using it. Ever since the RBPB was installed in Gwaneum
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Temple, a modified ritual arose naturally among the visitors who engaged with the beads.
With the conventional size of prayer beads in Korea, people perform conventional acts of
rolling them with their fingers or wearing them around their necks. Yet – with these
unconventional, modified, gigantic-size prayer beads – it was impossible to do those
conventionalized actions. Nonetheless, people still treated them as prayer beads, and
thereby created new ways to use them. Thus during the past ten years, people collectively
came to construct a new ritual of putting hands on, touching, or brushing the surface of
the bead with their whole hand(s) instead of their fingers.
Hyemoon further appropriated and reinterpreted the ritual that had been forming
during those ten years. The distinguishing feature in Hyemoon’s engagement with the
bead in the first photo is hugging the mother bead instead of putting a hand on it, as in the
fourth photo. I argue that the act of hugging is performative because it is “a mode of
paying attention,” (Smith, 1987, p. 103) affirming basic beliefs, “not only reinforce
preexisting feelings, but help construct new ones” (Jasper, 1997, p. 184).
Importantly, the hugging action does not seem to be an accidental slippage: I
interpret it rather as intended for delivering Hyemoon’s planned message via a more
rhetorical and dramatic strategy – as an intervention. Although people are familiar with
the prayer beads by frequent, habitual, and personal use in their Korean Buddhist
communities, they still regard the beads as religious objects and treat them with respect,
compared to other daily commodities. Generally, to Buddhists, hugging Buddha statues,
paintings or other ritual objects such as moktak (wooden fish) or the big bell in a temple
is considered as taboo. In this sense, Hyemoon’s act of hugging the bead is a
performative creative performance, grounded in breaking the taboo. Nevertheless, since
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the size of the RBPB is gigantic, over the past decade people usually bow toward these
beads after brushing or touching, thereby treating them as sacred religious objects.
Besides shooting a commemorative photo while brushing ritualistically, people’s faces
are serious with no one smiling or with closed eyes. However, Hyemoon’s hugging in the
photo visually indicates his intimate and close relationship with the bead. While hugging,
he closed his eyes, as if he were praying, dreaming, or imagining something.47 If he had
smiled with wide open eyes, this image of invocation might not have been possible.
In Hyemoon’s blog post,48 the photo is located at the top, prior to his essay. As we
examined in detail earlier, his blog essay describes difficult aspects of the Korean War
along with the RPBP as a symbol of wishing for reunification. I argue that his
presentation of the image of hugging prior to this reminder of the harsh memories of war
and the current conditions of a conflict-ridden separated state is effective in drawing
attention to the RBPB and in engaging the reader on an emotional level. His hugging act
affectively represents his stance toward the bead as well as toward the issue of
reunification. His physical body related to the bead is intimate, close, and whole-hearted.
In the previous lifting performance, the bead was a materialized index for reunification
by connecting North and South Korea. In this photo’s context, Hyemoon’s hugging the
bead can be seen as a gesture of connecting himself to the bead, with more personal
affection. Furthermore, his smiling face with closed eyes implicitly delivers his positive
praying/dreaming/vision of the wish. Hyemoon’s performance thus illustrates his close

The title of the blog post is “Praying While Embracing in One’s Arms the World's Largest Unification
Praying Beads.”
47

48

The essay was posted on July 16 although the essay and photo were created on Jul.12, the day of
transferring the RBPB, thus it could be taken either before or after transferring the mother bead.
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emotional bonding with the bead and rhetorically invites the audience to be involved in
the issue of reunification as more of a personal matter that is beyond the realm of politics.
In addition, I display another photo49 below. In this photo, a college student
demonstrates the mirror image of Hyemoon’s embracing of a mother bead of RBPB.
Figure 17. A Photo Taken by a Student Reporter, Titled “Wishing for Unification”
(Source: http://blog.unikorea.go.kr/2620)

The photo was included in a blog post titled “I pray for reunification” on the Official
Blog of the Ministry of Unification. In the post, two student reporters state the purpose of
their trip to Gwanum Temple in Chiak Mountain as “looking for something precious that
can heal the pain of a divided Korean peninsula.” They also describe their observation of
other Buddhists visiting the temple and performing the action of brushing the beads. They
also report their interview with Abbot Jeong-o regarding such issues as “what motivates
the production of RBPB” and “what significance the RBPB has.” Then they introduce the
invocation prayer made by Im, the producer. They also include a six minute long video
clip that they made about their visit. At the end, they express that “The meeting with the
RBPB was a good opportunity for us to see and confirm how serious was the
reunification wish among the South Koreans, the North Koreans, and Japanese Koreans,
beyond the category of nation and religion. We hope that our reunification wish will be
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A person embraces the mother bead kept in Gwaneum Temple on Sept. 5, 2012. (Official Blog of
Ministry of Unification, http://blog.unikorea.go.kr/2620).
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shared and the beads sent to North Korea as soon as possible.” At the end of the post is
the photo of hugging the bead presented above.
This blog post was done less than two months after the news reports of new
attempts to send the RBPB that were instigated by Hyemoon’s organized event in July
2012. Interestingly, the students also describe the ritual-like acts performed in the temple,
including the popular action of brushing the beads. However, on top of the photos
brushing the beads, they use one of the reporter’s embracing the bead at the end.
Regardless of whether this embracing act is influenced by Hyemoon’s performance, I
contend that this behavior can be considered as evidence that some Koreans display
similar approaches to the bead as performed/suggested by Hyemoon and disseminate
such images among others who assign the same symbolic value to the RBPB, with the
potentiality of spreading the act further as a demonstration of a greater commitment and
intimate attitude toward the bead and concern for reunification.
6.4.4

Agents and Purposes
Although there were many participants who constituted various performative

events, there are three major actors who initiated the project in 2012 in addition to
Hyemoon: Im Jonggu, Ven. Jeong-o, and Ven. Muae.
Im, who is the producer of the RBPB, is a Korean-Japanese Buddhist. He has
shared that he had feelings of both love and hatred towards Korea while growing up
because he had been discriminated against and bullied. He thought that if he had a strong
mother country, he would not have suffered; therefore he prayed regularly for
reunification of the two Koreas. Thus, his decision to create the RBPB was his way of
expressing the wish for reunification of the North and South and for world peace. After
he completed the creation of the RBPB in May, 2000, Im was inspired to choose the
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actual site of consecration when he saw that the JFSD was announced as a significant
result of the Summit Meeting between the South and North Korean presidents on June
15, 2000. He decided to place each set of prayer beads in S. Korea, North Korea, and
Japan.
Im’s purpose of making the RBPB’s is well expressed in the prayer he wrote
excerpted below:
During the half century since the mother country divided, you and I have been
crying in shame. . . . Now on the shameful date that tears apart our people, we
dedicate a circle of prayer beads. On the prayer beads, seven hundred thousand
people’s screaming wish of reunification is spread. Like each of the 108 beads is
tied into one, we wish ourselves to be tied under one country name, connecting
the antagonistic minds . . . (Han Gi-seon, 2012)
In this prayer written 2002, Im describes his wish of reunification as commonly shared by
much of the population in North and South Korea because seventy million is the
combined number of the two countries. The circle of prayer beads is used as a simile to
describe the connected and united people and country. Each bead connected along the
string is described as uniting antagonistic minds, an image which resonates with the
performance of lifting the mother bead.
Ven. Jeong-o is an abbot of Gwanum Temple since 2003. When he was in Japan,
he met Im and consulted and supported Im when he was motivated to create the prayer
beads. In the ceremony of enshrining the RBPB in Gwaneum Temple 2002, Ven. Jeong-o
gave a speech in which he declared his commitment to make this temple the place of
origin for uniting people’s minds that are divided into South and North. He assigned the
meaning of the enshrining of RBPB as a first step in carrying out this commitment. He
stressed that North and South Koreans are both descendants from Dangun (the mythical
creator of Korea), even though they are currently disconnected and divided. He wished
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the prayer beads to connect people from Mt. Baekdu to Mt. Halla50 and that this peaceful
connection from Mt. Baekdu, via Mt. Halla, would be expanded into the Gihu Province at
the center of Japan. At the end, he emphasized the difficulty of making these unions a
reality and invoked proactive participation among Buddhists.
At the same ceremony, Ven. Muae also expressed his opinion about the central
issue for Koreans in the 21st century. He asserted the importance of carrying out the
JFSD so that a genuine connection among South, North Korea, and Japan could come to
fruition. He emphasized that the killing of one’s own people and neighbors occurred in
the 20th century and is not predicted to be repeated. He reinterpreted the prayer beads as
reunifying the three countries.
As a whole, all three actors assign a similar symbolic meaning to the RBPB as
major contributors to the project. Im contributes by drawing attention to the issue of
reunification and raising awareness of the necessity for overcoming conflicts and
reaching peace by creating unusual prayer beads. Ven. Jeong-o assigns meaning to the
RBPB as a symbol of uniting people in South and North Korea who are separated by
tragic past events. Lastly, the Ven. Muae wishes for a positive future, signifying RBPB as
a central tool to sever the negative past permanently and connect instead to an everlasting
peaceful future even though he does not direct refer to colonialism and the Korean War.
Prior to my discussion of Hyemoon as an actor, I briefly discuss Hyemoon’s
relationship with North Korea because it is important for understanding the ultimate
meta-communicative message that he aimed to deliver through these performative events
and performances. Hyemoon has maintained his stance toward North Korea as an equal
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Mt. Baekdu is located far north in North Korea and considered as the place of origin for Korean people.
Mt. Halla is located far south in South Korea.
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partner since he began working with the Joseon Buddhism Federation (JBF) in 2006.
Previously, I addressed the conflictive relationship between South and North Korea since
the navy ship accident in 2010. In 2011, in such a tense political climate, Hyemoon’s
successful agreement between the Committee for the Return of Korean Cultural Property
and the Joseon Buddhism Federation was reported (Lee Eunho, 2011); this agreement
dealt with retrieving four cultural objects51 that had been kept overseas and which both
parties worked together to bring back. The agreement was the first one made between
South and North Korea since the accident of the ship in NLL occurred that drastically
increased the conflict between the two Koreas (Lee Eunho, 2011).
The official stance of the CRKCP toward North Korea is stated in its official
website homepage. It states that one of the major aims is to promote cooperation and
connection between South and North Korea toward the ultimate goal of reunification.
Hyemoon and the members of CRKCP not only visited North Korea, but also met in
China (when the political relationship was tense between two Koreas) several times since
2006. Hyemoon’s willingness to communicate and cooperate with North Korea was
responded to positively from the North Korean side. For negotiations regarding the
project of retrieving the Sarira Reliquary in the Museum of Fine Arts in Boston,
Hyemoon received power of attorney regarding the issue from the JBF. His basic stance
as a strong supporter for pro-reunification is obviously clear from his mass media
interviews as well as from his news columns and lectures. Regarding the transferal of the
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They are armors of Joseon King, Big bell of Changan Temple in Mt. Kumgang, a stone pagoda of
Goryeo period, a Sarira Reliquary from Tokyo Museum in Japan, Ryisun Museum in China, Okura Hotel in
Tokyo, Japan, and Museum of Fine Arts in Boston respectively.
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RBPB, Hyemoon stated its purpose was “to connect South and North and to open the way
to peaceful reunification through the big prayer beads” (Kim Sin-gi, 2012).
In the same year of 2012, when the performative events of the RBPB were held,
the Korean presidential elections occurred in December; Park Geun-hye52 ran as a
presidential candidate. She was from the same conservative party as the former president
Lee Myung-bak. Hyemoon’s concern was about the aggravated relationship with North
Korea which might continue should Park be elected as president. In contrast to her stance,
two candidates from the liberal party clearly advocated pro-reunification.
Hyemoon addressed the issue of political leadership when he invited people to a
series of events related to the RBPB. He said that he hung three thousand lamps to
console the deceased who died in the Korean War and wrote the special word “king” on
the central lanterns: later in his blog he related the word for “king” to the fuller usage of
“genuine person” and to what he called “a great leader who can achieve the historic
mission of reunification” (Hyemoon, 2012e). He explained that this act of writing a word
on the lanterns was his prayer, wishing that a great leader would appear in Korea.
In this political context of South Korea in 2012 – through various performative
events involving the RBPB – Hyemoon appears to be aiming to evoke the tragic past
events of the Korean War and of the colonial rule to raise consciousness about how
important is the current selection of an appropriate political leader in order not to repeat
these previous tragedies. If we consider the socio-political situation in which the
relationship between North and South Korea has worsened under the leader, Hyemoon’s
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She is also the daughter of Park Chung-hee.
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rhetorical meta-message at the time seems to invoke the importance of taking the issue of
reunification into consideration in selecting a new president.
6.5

Summary and Conclusion
The current research emerged as a consequence of my curiosity as to why

Hyemoon in 2012 transferred the RBPB that had been forgotten since the failed attempt
at moving them ten years prior. My goal was not only to analyze the purpose of the actors
through performance but also to pursue how these performances might appeal to a South
Korean audience. In particular, I explored how these acts invoked emotional bonding and
identification among the performers and audience through evoking the collective
experience and memories of the tragic past of colonial rule and the Korean War.
I first introduced what the Buddhist prayer beads are and described how they
worked as an axis of integrating participants, scenes and settings, purpose Then, I
examined the scene from the perspective of time and space. The timing of 2012 was
critical to an understanding of the socio-political meanings of the events and
performances. Thus, I described the trajectory of changed political relationships between
South and North Korea since the Korean War, including the JFSD that was directly
related to the project of the RBPB. Most importantly, I addressed the hardened
relationship between North and South Korea since 2008, under the leadership of
President Lee and the NLL conflict that led him to bolster his radically confrontational
stance toward North Korea. In terms of the physical scene related to the RBPB, we
explored four temples and then the overall stream of events: the transferal and
enshrinement of the RBPB; the concert for celebrating the enshrinement; and finally the
rituals for the deceased. I argued that the rituals drawn from folk and religious customs
were appealing to the audience experientially and contributed to solidifying and bring the
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participants together. In particular, I pointed out that the rituals’ events were staged by
associating disparate historic events: the first is the day of making an armistice in the
Korean War and second is Independence Day from colonial rule as well as target date of
sending RBPB to N. Korea is the March First Independence protest.
In such a context, two specific performances occurred on the day of transferring
the RBPB. The performance of lifting and hugging the mother bead was analyzed in
detail along cultural, social, and aesthetic dimensions. The emphasis was on how the
RBPB worked as a semiotic means to index and connect time and space of the past events
to the present time and space in Korean history, particularly related to Panmunjeom.
Moreover, I theoretically analyzed how the performances were drawn from convention
and at the same time how actors creatively transformed the conventionalized form for
their modified purpose and intended rhetorical goal.
I conclude that the performative events and performances revolving around the
RBPB count as image events defined by Deluca (1999) because they elicit attention from
the Korean public as well as unite the participants and supporters of the project. Until the
transferring event, the existence of the RBPB had been publicly forgotten, no longer
drawing the attention of the mass media. In this sense, the transferal and subsequent
events provided an opportunity to place the RBPB back into the limelight so to speak and
deliver the actors’ rhetorical message. The symbolic meanings of the RBPB were visually
and physically displayed and shared among the performers and audience through various
rituals and events. Experiential, physical engagement in the rituals evoked emotions
connected to the sufferings of the past during the Korean War and Japanese colonial rule,
through which the RBPB was highlighted as a symbol of reunification of the two Koreas
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and of peace. From an analysis of the events and performances by relating them to social
political circumstances of the scene and further to the broader historical scene of Korea, I
observed that Hyemoon’s meta-communicative message was to represent the issue of the
two Koreas and the importance of selecting a president who would participate in building
an optimistic, ideal Korean identity that entails its union as one people through
overcoming separation and embarking on the path to reunification.
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CHAPTER 7
CONCLUSION
7.1

Conclusion
In this conclusion, I will discuss the findings of this dissertation, Hyemoon’s

underlying ideology and purpose, and his evaluation of his efforts. Then I will reveal the
answer to the Koan that I mentioned in the introduction of this dissertation. Next I will
purport what significance his actions have within South Korea, North Korea, Asia, and
globally. Finally, I will point out the prospects, contradictions, and limits of his
movement as well briefly address what this research can contribute to various disciplines.
In the introduction, I clarified that the central focus of this dissertation is on the
examination of Hyemoon’s discursive construction of what it means to be authentic
Koreans within the context of South Korea situated within a post-colonial, post-cold war,
and post-democratizing movement as well as within global capitalism. I also presented
my basic analytical approach informed by Ott’s (2011) six key heuristics for engaging
and assessing social movement rhetoric: materiality, visuality, corporeality,
performativity, publicity, and affectivity at the intersection of consequentiality, modality,
and locality.
Because of the broad, multiple, and complex contexts and subjects (e.g., the social
movement, nationalism, (post)colonialism, and the repatriation movement), I attempted
to dissect the complex characteristics and processes in depth, focusing on the rhetorical
effect that Hyemoon created by utilizing various cultural resources, communication
modes, and forms. In each chapter, by adopting different theories and focusing on
specific events, I explored Hyemoon’s discourse from vantage points offered by each
theory about how he discursively constructed his ideal and authentic national identity for
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South Korean citizens in order to deliver his activist message. More specifically, I
examined Hyemoon’s use of (1) media platforms, (2) linguistic, visual, and performative
means, (3) cultural, historical, political, moral, and religious resources to embody the
ideal collective Korean identity and society, and (4) particular symbols to implicate and
link the collective memory of past events, time (past, present, future), place (colonized,
liberated, divided, united), sensory-emotive appeal, and identity (collective, national,
cultural, ethnic, moral). I also took into consideration how his discourse and discursive
strategies are couched within the historicity of the social movements in South Korea and
in this country’s historic and political relationships with neighboring countries as well as
within the contexts of worldwide globalization and neo-liberalism in the post-colonial
era.
Each chapter illustrates what Hyemoon has been doing in terms of his underlying
ideology and purpose. In Chapter 3, I examined how he began to be involved in social
activism and how he instigated the escalation of a seemingly trivial conflict into a
national concern, which in turn critically contributed to passing the Special Law to
Redeem Pro-Japanese Collaborators' Property. I also demonstrated how Hyemoon
actively utilized the concept of place and people related to a specific location/place as a
persuasive rhetorical focus. In Chapter 4, Uigwe was at the center when Hyemoon
promoted the campaign of retrieving that national treasure from Japan. He created
multiple, consecutive events as well as reports about them through the established mass
media and his own personal blog posts. During the process of representing and reporting
what events meant to contemporary Koreans, Hyemoon combined framing and
storytelling to draw attention and support from Korean citizens. Chapter 5 covers
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Hyemoon’s strong interest in the symbols of Korean language, mainly about those
publically displayed in the contemporary era domestically and internationally. Here
Hyemoon actively drew social meanings of certain words and associated them with the
public memory of past political and historical events and experiences, particularly
Japanese colonial rule under which Korean language was prohibited. In Chapter 6, a
series of events that he organized were examined, centering on the Reunification
Buddhist Prayer Beads. In this case, he utilized “visuality” and “performativity” or
valued traditions in order to effectively publicize the issue of reunification and the
immanent presidential election and invite participation among a national audience.
Each chapter is in chronological order; the order of the main event and topic in
each chapter reflects the development of Hyemoon’s career as a social activist and his
prime concerns and underlying assumptions. From the data I have gathered from
interviews, websites and ethnographic participation, it appears that Hyemoon’s
underlying assumption is one typical of the progressives of South Korea (Song, Yeun-Jee
(2013). Similar to these progressives’ historical view, Hyemoon feels that the present
Korean society has suffered from turbulent historic events that have occurred in the last
one hundred years. These critical historic events that he addresses act to remind us of the
Japanese colonial rule (1910-1945), the Korean War (1950-1953), and the
authoritarian/military governing (1948-1993). Recently he added his concern about the
retroactive administration since Lee Myeong-bak (2008-2013), as demonstrated in
Chapter 5 through his addressing the issue of “nori” and a “Korean history text book”
written by New Right historians. He perceives that present Korean society is neither yet
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ideally democratized (despite formal democratization since 1987) nor decolonized
(despite the passing of sixty years after liberation).
He contends that the major reasons for such delayed democratization and
decolonization are not only a result of a lack of proper cleansing of the colonial legacy
immediately after liberation, but also of a neglected liquidation of social wrongdoings
that accumulated throughout authoritarian regimes since colonial rule. At the same time,
Hyemoon believes that the primary power of social change into a more ideal society
should be conducted by citizens instead of by the state or politicians. Most of all, he
articulates that historical consciousness/mind (i.e., awareness about social justice and
agentive subjectivity) is the most fundamental and essential prerequisite of social change.
Thus the main goal and purpose of all his various actions as a civic activist are geared
toward cultivation of such a mindset, as is repeatedly stressed in his various discursive
actions.
So far, I have summarized what Hyemoon has attempted to achieve through his
discursive actions discussed in this dissertation. The next question is whether Hyemoon’s
rhetoric/activities achieved these aims. Grosfoguel (2007) differentiates “decolonization”
and “coloniality,” borrowing from Quijano (1991). According to Grosfoguel, colonialism
and coloniality both refer to “colonial situations,” but the former is “enforced by the
presence of a colonial administration such as the period of classical colonialism,”
whereas the latter occurs “in the present period in which colonial administrations have
almost been eradicated from the capitalist world-system” (p. 220). Grosfoguel defines
colonial situations as “cultural, political, sexual, spiritual, epistemic and economic
oppression/exploitation of subordinate racialized/ethnic groups by dominant

268

racialized/ethnic groups with or without the existence of colonial administrations” (p.
220). From Grosfoguel’s perspective, Hyemoon’s activism seems to be targeting largely
coloniality, but not necessarily from other racialized/ethnic groups (as defined by
Grosfoguel) because all the opponents whom Hyemoon indicates are not different from
the citizens who need to be confronted (e.g., imperialistic Japanese or anti-democratizing
Korean political groups). Thus, under these circumstances colonial rulers and political
dominators are not phenotypically different from the ruled and the oppressed, a situation
which is distinct from that of the countries colonized by Western imperialistic countries;
therefore Hyemoon’s focus is more on indicating “colonial situations” and “the
subordinate positions and mindset,” of citizens, drawing attention to unsolved modern
and contemporary past wrongdoings (i.e., the issue of punishing Chinilpa; the atrocities
of ex-authoritarian regime political leaders) and the current conditions of Korea (i.e.,
democratized improperly; separation into South and North; revival of conservative
power).
According to Ott (2011), “consequentiality” of rhetoric is “its capacity to effect
change in the attitudes, values, and beliefs of individuals and the rules, rituals, and norms
of collectives” (p. 344). Similarly, Stewart, Smith, and Denton (2012) argue that the
centrality of social movement rhetoric is “persuasion” that can fulfill various functions
including “bringing into existence a movement” and “developing it to achieve desirable
change.” In order to see how a certain social movement’s rhetoric functions well or
achieves a goal effectively, these scholars suggest that analysts examine how rhetoric
affects the transforming of perceptions of reality, altering self-perceptions of protestors,
attaining legitimacy, prescribing courses of action, mobilizing the discontented for action,
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and sustaining the movement. From both Ott and Stewart et al.’s criteria, I argue that
Hyemoon has been partially successful in achieving his goals over the last ten years since
his appearance in the public sphere.
This evaluation is based on several factors. First, Hyemoon has been successful in
bringing his activism into existence. He has established the repatriation of overseas
looted cultural artifacts as a legitimate topic and activity within the South Korean public
sphere. He has developed the topic as an important practical issue for civic groups and
ordinary citizens not only to discuss, but also one in which they are able to participate in
terms of the retrieval action itself. As I mentioned in the rhetorical background of this
dissertation, prior to drawing nationwide attention to Sillok (The Annals of Joseon
Dynasty) that was returned from Tokyo University in Japan in 2006 (mainly by the
efforts of Hyemoon and his colleagues), there were practically no cultural artifacts
repatriated by either the Korean government or civic groups. Most of the returned cultural
heritage was either from donations or purchases.1 Prior to 2006, there were only a couple
of civic organizations concerned with overseas displaced/looted cultural artifacts and they
had not had any success in retrieving targeted objects.2 In other words, until 2006 – when
Sillok was returned by the efforts of a civic group led by Hyemoon – the phrase

1

According to a report made by Cultural Heritage Administration of Korea, until May 2005, there were
4830 items returned from 8 countries. There is an exception in terms of retrieval method not as donation or
purchasing, that is 1432 items that were from governmental treaty between S. Korea and Japan, one third of
which is valueless items such as straw-hat of post man as criticized by Hyemoon.
They are “Jecheon City Citizen Forum for Retrieving Looted Cultural Property’ since 2001 and “World
Jikji Culture Association,” both of which had not shown any success in terms of retrieving target objects
The major activities of the former has held two forums regarding repatriation until present, the latter
contributed to registering Jikji Buddhist Sutra as Memory of the world by UNESCO in 2001 and worked on
retrieving the sutra from the French National Museum since 2005 but no progress at all until present.
2
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“restitution/repatriation of overseas looted cultural assets” was rarely heard in the public
sphere, including in the mass-media and academia as well as in civil society. However,
the conspicuous retrievals of Sillok (2006), Uigwe (2011), and Empress Munjeong’s
Royal Seal3 achieved substantial success for Hyemoon and CRKCP and thus facilitated
the topic in public discussion more and more often these days; moreover, an increasing
number of civic groups and organizations working for the same goal have been formed.4
In this sense, Hyemoon achieved one of the critical aspects of social movement rhetoric
suggested by Stewart et al. (2012): a certain degree of “persuasion” in terms of “bringing
a movement into existence.”
Second, regarding the other major function of persuasion suggested by Stewart et
al. (2012), that is, “developing the movement to achieve desirable change,” I also
determine that Hyemoon has been successful in fulfilling his goals to a certain degree. I
view that he obviously “attained legitimacy” not only among South Korean society but
also among North Korean leaders as well as the international society.5 It is hard to

3

Despite LA County Museum's official announcement of returning the seal, caused by Homeland
Security’s investigation, the return has been delayed until now.
4

Comparatively big organization such as incorporated association Uri Munhwa Jikimi
(http://www.woomunji.com/ab-3106) since 2014, Special Committee for the Return of Looted Cultural
Property of Culturalaction since 2012, Culture Assets International Return Agency (CAIRA) since 2014,
National Action for the Return of Yeonjisa Bell since 2009, Overseas Korean Cultural Foundation since
2011, Korea Cultural Heritages Redemption Headquarter since 2011, Committee for Discussing Overseas
Cultural Property since 2011inside Ministry of Foreign Affairs, or small gathering of college students such
as Hanguk Munhwaje Simin Danche ( https://www.facebook.com/curprotection/).
5

For example, in the UNESCO International Forum of on the Return of Cultural Property held in 2011,
Jul.14, Hyemoon reports about Uigwe Return Process
(http://www.unesco.or.kr/news_center/sub_01_view.asp?articleid=2637&cate=A);
The Wall Street Journal describes the LACMA’s decision as “marking a potential victory for South Korean
activists working for the repatriation of cultural heritage lost during the Korean War” (JEYUP S. KWAAK,
2013);
In Japanese Wikipedia, he is introduced as Hae Moon
(https://ja.wikipedia.org/wiki/%E6%85%A7%E9%96%80);
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measure how much he achieved in terms of “transforming of perceptions of reality and
“altering self-perceptions of protestors,” but I can assert that Hyemoon’s role as
“prescribing courses of action,” “mobilizing the discontented for action,” and “sustaining
the movement” have been quite successful. He argued not only to retrieve cultural
heritage but also demonstrated what are the effective and appropriate procedures and
methods by which to attain this goal. He showed the effectiveness of these efforts
through both the retrieving actions themselves and by the publicizing of these retrieval
processes. He has talked about how he successfully or unsuccessfully worked on various
retrieval actions, which themselves have been effective guides for future actions among
those who want to work in repatriation.
Also, regarding “the mobilization of the discontented for action,” Hyemoon has
displayed his capacity for leading people into action ever since he handled the litigation
of Naewonam. As I explored in Chapter 3, the most noteworthy Naewonam issue was
Hyemoon’s first social appearance, in which he led supporters to visit Naewoam and
organized a candlelight vigil in Jogyesa. Among many other examples, two recent ones
are illustrative. One is petitioning the White House’s web page and the other is collecting
signs to change the designation of Korean Treasure No. 1. The petition using the White
House website was sensational because it was the first time this action had occurred in
Korean activism history. It appeared especially stimulating among young people who
were familiar with using the internet. Hyemoon also mustered people to action around the
issue of National Treasure Number 1 Sungrye Gate. The controversy has resurfaced

Asahi Newspaper (2013, Nov. 26) reports about Hyemoon’s opinion regarding a Buddhist statue stolen
from Japan to Korea, titled “Return the stolen Buddha statue to Japan”: a Korean Buddhist monk filed the
Administrative Appeal.
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several times since 2008, but has not reached any conclusion despite nationwide
controversies and polemics. However, Hyemoon suggested a solution by proposing the
change of the current National Treasure No. I from Sungrye Gate to Hunminjeongum
Haeryebon (Korean alphabet manuscript). Furthermore, he realistically showed the
response of the people via the results of his national campaign to collect signatures from
those in agreement. By January 2014, he obtained one hundred twenty thousand
supporters in two months, which exceeded expectations; his original goal was for one
hundred thousand people to sign (Bae Han-cheol, 2014).
Third, I claim that Hyemoon’s most effective persuasive power is very clear in the
area of “sustaining the movement.” The characteristics of his actions result from the
energy and efforts that he has put forth in both his repatriating and rectifying actions as
well as his publicizing those actions. Unlike other Korean social activists (especially the
traditional and typical as well as majority of contemporary ones), he utilizes both
activities as major tactics. Whenever there is a phenomenal achievement (e.g., Sillok,
Uigwe, Empress Munjeong’s Royal Seal), there is a mass media outpouring of reports
although most of them disappear after a short while. However, Hyemoon persistently
invokes these events by articulating and elaborating what he experienced during the
activities. As much as possible he uses media outlets (e.g., newspaper, journal, TV, radio,
lectures, research trips, various events). His capacity for telling the stories and episodes
related to his retrieval and rectifying actions – in entertaining and impressive ways – are
one of the reasons that he is well accepted and popular among his audience. His
appearance in the public domain is so frequent that he has become a well-known iconic
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figure in this area.6 One example deals with the case of Hizendo described in Chapter 4.
As shown there, Hyemoon instigated public interest in 2006 when he discovered this item
in Japan. In 2010 he resurfaced the issue by inaugurating the Hizendo Recovery
Committee. In addition, in this year of 2015 Hyemoon sent a Request of the Disposal of
Hizendo to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Japan (Kim Ui-gu, 2015). This is an
example of how persistently Hyemoon pursues an unresolved issue as well as sustains the
public’s attention by creating and reporting new and novel events. I contend that his
resolution, commitment and persistent efforts comprise his primary powerful tools for
maintaining publicity of his movement and sustaining attention and support from Korean
citizens.
In fact, the above discussion about how and why Hyemoon’s rhetoric has been
persuasive in bringing the movement into existence and sustaining it is directly related to
my question of Koan since 2013. Contrary to my pessimistic and negative evaluation of
the results of meeting the Museum of Fine Arts staff, Hyemoon told us that we did not
fail and that the retrieval would be successful because of the efforts of all of us who were
there at the museum that day. Throughout the dissertation project, the more I have deeply
and closely read his speeches and writings, the more I have been able to realize how I am
less the outside academic observer and more typical of his Korean audience who pays
attention mainly to the (successful) results and acclaims the retrieval of a cultural asset as
a victorious token by its visible, concrete, and material substance. During the interview,
Hyemoon often articulated his wish for: “the people to pay more attention to the words

6

His glamor among young people are well reflected when I search information about him, his blog or
talking is copied and spread via other bloggers, in most case, they express their respect and admiration of
his persistent efforts and unprecedented achievement.
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Jejari Chatgi (Returning to the Original Place) than on Munhwaje (Cultural Property) in
the term Munhwaje Jejari Chatgi (the Korean title of the CRKCP as well as referring to
his overall activities)” (Hyemoon, 2010, p. 7). Hyemoon wants the Korean people to
value the process of reaching out to attain the artifact, as a process of cultivating our
historic consciousness/mind as an agentive subject by exerting practical efforts and
participation, instead of participating in mere ideological debate and fruitless polemics.
Now I understand his standpoint at the Chinese restaurant after the meeting with the
MFA staff. On the surface, we may seem lost because we failed to attain the cultural
treasure; however, our efforts of coming here and participating in the meeting are not
meaningless. Rather they are a foundation for future success. Most of all, my frustrated
feelings and emotions have been an important place from which to think about what this
movement really means to me as a Korean citizen, resident/citizen of the U.S., and world
citizen. At that time, I was sad only because I could not attain what I aimed for: the Sarira
Reliquary as a symbol of a splendid, sacred, glorious heritage. Now, although I am still
yearning to attain this invaluable relic, I am more certain that the process of this long
journey is also significant.
Finally, it is time to assess my claim in the introduction about the possibility of
cultural property as an effective means for Hyemoon to utilize as a new focal point, in the
context of the South Korean social movement. My assessment is that Hyemoon’s choice
of repatriation of cultural artifacts as a central topic for his new organization is very
fruitful. First, it is not imaginable that an act of retrieval would be opposed by Korean
people who are known to have a strong nationalistic tendency and pride in their cultural
excellency, especially their ancestors’ artistry. It also has been a good medium for
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facilitating interaction with North Koreans and overseas Koreans. Moreover, he has been
able to draw attention to the subject of reunification from a different angle. His approach
to the subject – mediated by a cultural heritage shared by the South, the North, and
diasporic Koreans – has had an appeal to all the involved parties, as equally positioned.
Most of all, I argue that his approach to decolonizing and democratizing the movement
by centralizing cultural heritage has greatly contributed to sparking a declining public
interest in social movement/collective action; therefore he has changed the old
movements into a new form of movement that contains the same spirit and cause.
On the other hand, I cannot avoid addressing some problematic aspects and
contradictions that I found despite the persuasive and appealing rhetorical effects I have
discussed so far. Although Hyemoon asserts that individual citizens’ awareness and
participation are essential for social change, he seems to treat citizens as a collective and
takes for granted that everyone in this collective shares his own definition of nationalism
unanimously. Additionally, Hyemoon does not seem to include Koreans who migrated
from other countries. Considering the explosive numbers of Koreans who acquired
citizenship after coming as laborers from East-Asian countries, North Korea, and China,
his assumption that every Korean in South Korea values cultural heritage as a symbol of
national pride and identity is somewhat arguable.
Nonetheless, Hyemoon’s movement is in the inception stage according to social
movement scholars. Thus I only dealt with ten years since he started his activities, and I
am certain that more productive and useful studies can be conducted in ten or twenty
years as his activities develop further.
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7. 2

Implication
This study has several characteristics that may contribute to add and expand upon

communication literature. First, this study was informed by multiple theories (i.e.,
framing, narrative, social semiotics, critical geography, rhetoric, and social movement) to
examine various aspects of a phenomenon in depth – involving nationalism, social
movement, rhetoric, repatriation, colonialism, and cultural resources – that work together
to dissect or take apart the complex construction of meanings and processes of specific
social movement rhetoric. Although there are limitations to such an approach, such a
broad as well as focused examination has not been done in other social movement
studies.
Second, although I have not explored the problematic foundations of nationalism
in depth, this study sheds light on how repatriation of cultural properties has the potential
to be a social practice to overcome the negative colonial influence cultivated by colonial
institutions in the mind of subjects of the colonized, even in the post-colonial period.
Through its consideration of the phenomenally increasing worldwide interest in the
repatriation of cultural heritage from the period of colonial rule, this study is a good
example of a study of the phenomenon from a communicative perspective, compared to
the currently predominant approaches from a legal perspective.
Third, there is hardly any academic research about repatriation of cultural
properties, not to mention repatriation activism or social movement, in South Korea. To
date,7 I have found only four dissertations and eight theses in South Korea. Eight of them
are about international conventions and law on the return of illegally displaced cultural

7

I used Research Information Sharing Service that is provided by Korea Education & Research
Information Service (http://www.riss.kr/AboutRiss.do)

277

properties (Park S., 2013; Kim H., 1997; Hong, 2011), and four are about negotiations
with Japan and France over the Uigwe (Cho, B., 2003; Kim, J., 2012; Kim, Y., 2000).
Additionally there are thirty-two academic journal articles whose main focus is
conventions and laws (10); the Korea-Japan Treaty for negotiating the return of cultural
assets (4); the policies and practices of other countries (6); and discussions about specific
items that were retrieved from the U. S., Japan, and France (4). None of this work studies
repatriation as a social practice of communication, as a cultural phenomenon. Cultural
properties/heritages are an essential part of social identity of any cultural groups (e.g.,
ethnic community, nation state); moreover to Koreans, it is even more so as reflected in
the Discourse of Cultural Superiority. Thus, the present study can offer a new reference
point for Korean studies.
Fourth, unlike most of the social movement rhetoric research conducted
retrospectively – after the movement was over – the practice investigated in this study
can be said to still be in its infancy and ongoing. At the same time, from another
perspective, Hyemoon’s activism can be seen as an extension of the previous social
movement of democratization. In this sense, his activism can be regarded as a “successful
innovation” that has characteristics of “novelty” consisting of the “redefinition of
collective identity,” “new tactics,” and “interpretive frames that challenge the regime’s
legitimacy in novel ways” (Koopmans, 2004, pp. 24-25). Koopmans indicates that
successful innovation is very rare. Thus, this study may add another case for
understanding how innovation occurs and why it is effective in specific historic, political
contexts.
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Finally, this study delved into nationalism or national identity as an ongoing
process and attempted to investigate how the meaning of national identity is complexly
constructed at the intersection of multiple temporality and spatiality in terms of particular
local and regional contexts as well as global. Most importantly, the notion of
nationalism/national identity that Hyemoon attempts to construct seems different than the
typical collectivistic, chauvinistic, exclusive, antagonistic “toward the Other” kind that is
often found in Korean nationalism; Hyemoon’s concept instead strives to divert these
tendencies into a more individual-centered framework with an emphasis on spiritual,
moral, and agentive dimensions. Thus, this study may be seen as a model for viewing the
concept of nationalism from a different angle.
From this case study, I do not expect any generalizations from my findings or
analysis. Nonetheless, I think that this empirical study in the contemporary South Korean
context will contribute to the body of post-colonial studies as an example of how postcolonial research can be done in such a way as to examine on the one hand the
international context and force (e.g., cold war system and neo-globalism) and on the other
hand the domestic context and force (e.g., resistance in the colonial period, authoritarian
regimes, and the democratization movement).
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APPENDIX
THE LETTER SENT TO THE BRITISH MUSEUM

Request for correction of Korean cultural asset’s description:
Dear Mr. Neil MacGregor
Principal Librarians and Directors of the British Museum
1.

We wish the museum continuous cultural and academic progress.

2.
The Museum’s Korean section has an incense burner (stand for an incense burner –
OA 1945.11.1.10.1) that was created in 1358 on display. We request its correction after
noticing words on the bottom part of the asset are misread.
3.
The cultural asset mentioned above has Chinese characters on the bottom part that
are read as “Kong hae” on the museum’s official description. Since these characters are
written as “達海” in Chinese, it must be pronounced and written as ‘Dalhae’ in Korean.
If this error is identified to be correct, we sincerely request ‘Konghae’ to be changed to
‘Dalhae’ along with few inquiries related to the asset.
Inquiries
A . What was the reason that’達海’ (dalhae) was read as “Konghae”?
B . Would the museum be willing to make corrections if a misinterpretation is
confirmed?
Attachments
1.
Picture of “Stand for an incense burner – OA1945.11.10.1”
2.
Picture of ‘達海’ (dalhae) mark on the bottom
3.
Picture of misread description
Feb. 20, 2014
Best regards,
Hye Moon
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